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Migritude: Structures of Feeling in a Minor Literature of Globalization examines 
contemporary postcolonial narratives of migration written by women of color writing in 
English and in Italian under the rubric of “migritude.” Migritude literature describes the 
work of a disparate yet distinct group of contemporary authors whose work describes the 
condition of being a migrant under globalization with a critical feminist and anti-
imperialist politics and poetics. It is a global justice movement that sees literature as a 
form of cultural activism. Migritude literatures traces the connections between 
contemporary globalization and colonial processes of the past and sheds light on how the 
functioning and expansion of capitalism relies on forced displacement and forced labor 
authorized and ensured by the nation-state apparatus. I contribute to the field of 
migritude, which traditionally defines migritude as African and francophone, by 
expanding its parameters to include literature written by authors with broader orgins in 
the Global South and by examining works written in English and in Italian. This study 
also responds to the dominance of male authors by centering the work of women to 
delineate the gendered subject of migration and the particularity of her ontological 
challenges as she faces racist, heteronormative, and anti-immigrant systems of law, 
borders, and checkpoints designed to restrict her mobility.  
 My close reading of these literatures brings together Black Atlantic, Indian Ocean, 
and Black Mediterranean frameworks to show their transhistorical connections and their 
exigency in a political and literary landscape in which forcibly displaced communities are 
underrepresented. I examine the poetics of works by Shailja Patel, Saidiya Hartman, 
Gaiutra Bahadur, Cristina Ali Farah, and Igiaba Scego through the lens of affect to show 
how migritude texts share a structure of feeling particular to global migrants with an 
emphasis on anger, shame, and ambivalence. A careful study of these literatures makes 
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Introduction: From World Literature to Global Literature 
to literatures of globalization 
 
 
Each wave as I kneel closer a migrant flag 
A tongue with syllables no script can catch. 
The many births you have passed through, try to remember them as I do mine 
Memory is all you have. 
Still, how much can you bear on your back? 
You’ve lost one language, gained another, lost a third. 
There’s nothing you’ll inherit, neither per stirpes nor per capita 
No plot by the riverbank in your father’s village of Kozencheri 
Or by the burning ghat in Varanasi. 
All you have is a writing hand smeared with ink and little bits of paper 
Swirling in a violent wind. 
 
—Meena Alexander, from “ Krishna 3:29 AM” 
 
The Figure of the Migrant  
 
In November 2018, thousands of people fleeing poverty, persecution, and violence 
Central America traveled toward the United States (US) in hopes of escaping persecution and 
poverty. International law sees them as asylum seekers entitled to refugee status. Rather than 
reporting that a large number of asylum seekers were making their way to the US media 
narratives, right-wing political rhetoric created a singular bogey-man of them: “the migrant 
caravan.” Their approach was called “an invasion” by US President Donald Trump whose saw it 
fit to declare a national emergency.1 The rhetoric or crisis was no doubt connected to the 
upcoming midterm elections, as it continues to fuel electoral rhetoric across the Global North. At 
no point does any reporting on migrant “crises” make reference to the century of US military 
intervention and economic neoliberalism in Central America that created vacuums of power and 
                                                                





set the conditions for drug cartels and paramilitary networks. The violence and poverty that 
drives people from Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras toward Mexico and the US is a direct 
product of North American plunder. Free trade agreements like CAFTA-DR keep these regions 
economically dependent in a market relationship that can only be described as colonial. Similar 
relationships of Western backed interventions and regime changes exist across the Middle East 
and Africa due to the enduring need for oil. Indeed, the “crisis” of migration toward Europe is 
the product of years of colonization, poverty, and environmental disaster, together with the 
devastation prompted by Western proxy wars in Syria and Arab resistance movements known as 
“the Arab Spring.” I open with these moments not because they are exceptional but because they 
are typical. The de-historicized reporting of migration as “crisis” is a historical norm.  
Migration has become the defining issue of our political moment in the Global North, 
with more kinds of migration described and regulated by law and policy than ever before in 
recorded history. UNHCR found that 68.5 million people were forcibly displaced worldwide by 
the end of 2017.2 In The Figure of the Migrant, Thomas Nail reminds us that “It has become 
more necessary for people to migrate because of environmental, economic, and political 
instability. Climate change, in particular may cause international migration to double over the 
next forty years. The percentage of total migrants who are non-status or undocumented is 
increasing, which poses a serious challenge to democracy and political representation.”3 Only 
four years after Nail published his book, we observe this unfold in real time: in early 2019, 
President Donald Trump enforced the longest partial government shut down in American history 
to strong-arm funding for a border wall with Mexico and continues to resist the imperative to end 
                                                                
2 Morgan Windsor, “On World Refugee Day 2018, a record 68.5 million forcibly displaced last year” ABC News, 
Jun 20, 2018. https://abcnews.go.com/International/world-refugee-day-2018-record-685-million-
forcibly/story?id=56026315 




policies that separate families for illegal entry. In Europe, the European Union’s (EU) policies 
increasingly reinforce Fortress Europe against migration from Africa and the Middle East while 
its economy flounders in the face of Brexit, itself motivated by xenophobic fears. The long 
history of European colonialism and economic meddling in Africa and the Middle East is 
obscured by celebrations of lower rates of migration produced by stringent laws and “economic 
assistance” provided along North African coasts to fortify carceral assemblages at key borders. 
With the EU parliamentary elections taking place this summer and US presidential elections 
approaching in 2020, the rhetoric of “crisis” over migration is building to a fever pitch while the 
true crisis of deportation, detention, and death mounts undeterred.  
Nail’s central claim is that the figure of the migrant has been understood predominantly 
from the perspective of the nation-state which sees stasis as the normative state. Nail urges a 
reversal of this perspective for a full understanding of migration as the central driver of the 
expansion of human society. Building from Karl Marx’s ideas of primitive accumulation, Nail 
claims that our social processes for social sustenance and expansion require that certain groups 
be deterritorialized, deprived of rights, and criminalized. The premises of our social bonding are   
structures of exclusion and expulsion. Indeed, the concept of the nation is defined by who cannot 
belong. The neoliberal globalized present requires that the state manufactures unbelonging to 
produce the invisible labor upon which the global economy depends. This labor force is often 
composed of migrants, many of them women.  
 If territorial, political, juridical, and economic expulsion are the driving force behind 
human social expansion, then the notion of universal human rights and the reach of international 
law is rendered delusional if not revealed as an outright rhetorical fiction. The notion of the 




revolves around the idea of the Citizen-Subject as Subject, recognizing the humanity of a person 
according to their proximity to the white, male, heterosexual, European land-owning individual 
imagined by Western Enlightenment ideologies of citizenship and sovereignty.4 The migrant’s 
lack of access to human rights is a necessary condition for the state. It requires her expulsion and 
movement such that her labor is inside of its economic regimes, while she remains unrepresented 
and, therefore, politically outside. Far from constituting an invasion of an unknown horde, 
migrant populations are the beating heart of neoliberal globalization. Claims to destabilization 
cannot be made if we understand migration to be always inside but not represented. 
 Therefore, Migration is only a crisis insofar as the processes of expulsion have 
proliferated such that movement has exceeded the threshold that keeps labor invisible. It throws 
into relief the illusory nature of any stasis. Stasis fails as a point of departure for thinking 
historically about migration. Nail writes,  
In a movement-oriented philosophy there is no social stasis, only regimes of social 
circulation. Thus, if we want to understand the figure of the migrant, whose defining 
social feature is its movement, we must also understand society itself according to 
movement. … Since the state has all too often written history, the migrant has been 
understood as a figure without its own history and social force. “In world history,” as 
Hegel says, “we are concerned only with those peoples that have formed states [because] 
all the value that human beings possess, all of their spiritual reality, they have through 
the State alone.” … The migrant is not only a figure whose movement results in a certain 
degree of social expulsion. The migrant also has its own time of movement that is quite 
different from the types that define its expulsion. Accordingly, migrants have created 
very different forms of social organization that can clearly be seen in the “minor history” 
of raids, revolts, rebellions, and resistances of some of the most socially marginalized 
migrants.5 
 
Nail emphasizes the existence of non-state social formations and the need for counter-histories 
(including his own) that represent the “minor history” or resistance. This also suggests a need for 
                                                                
4 Alessandro Dal Lago, Non-Persons: The Exclusion of Migrants in a Global Society. trans. Marie Orton. 
(Vimodrone: IPOCPress, 2009) 




minor narratives of the “spiritual reality” of migrants as determined by themselves rather than 
the nation-state. Re-thinking the social and spiritual life of the migrant as an alternate 
ontological space that can no longer be defined by negation has crucial implications for how we 
understand migration and how we narrate movement as a material reality and as a concept. 
Though Nail’s premise is important and necessary, his application succumbs to a post-
structuralist tendency that risks reproducing the erasures he critiques. Nail calls the regulation of 
movement by power “kinopolitics.”6 (He makes no reference to previous theories of “bare life” 
by Giorgio Agamben or Michel Foucault’s notion of “biopolitics.”) He calls the force that resists 
kinopolitics “pedetic force,”7 the power of the migrant to resist and subvert state power by the 
force of her ontological instability—the force of her foot. Rather than articulating concretely 
how pedetic force and new social formations manifest and affect the material reality of migrant 
lives, Nail’s book constructs a suprisingly schematic analysis of structures of migration from a 
top-down theoretical perspective, fetishizing the “the figure,” in ways that erase the “spiritual 
reality” of deterritorialized individuals. Sara Ahmed makes the following important critique of 
“figurations” of migrancy:  
. . . this act of metaphorizing migration in some sense repeats the very process of 
migration, which involves a dislocation from place. In this sense, to use migration as 
metaphor, is to migrate from migration such that it becomes an impossible metaphor that 
no longer refers to the dislocation from place, but dislocation as such (thought already 
dislocates). In this sense, the migrant becomes a figure: the act of granting the migrant 
the status as figure (of speech) erases and conceals the historical determination of 
experiences of migration, even though those experiences cannot be reduced to a 
referent.8  
 
Figuring migration as a liberatory metaphor obscures the vulnerability to social and political 
                                                                
6 Ibid, 21. 
7 Ibid, 125. 
8 Sara Ahmed “Home and away: Narratives of migration and estrangement,” International Journal of Cultural 




violence that constitutes the migrant condition. Like Nail, I call for counter-narratives that 
articulate non-state social and political formations that evoke the “spiritual reality” of 
deterritorialization. I find this crucial possibility in the emerging literary field of “Migritude,” 
which I identify as the minor literature of globalization. This dissertation intervenes in the study 
of Migritude to enact a feminist phenomenology of movement that analyzes the poetics of 
narratives of migration to map the “spiritual reality” born of transhistorical dislocation. This 
comes with clear risks. In “Can the Subaltern Speak?” Gayatri Spivak warns against the 
presumption of innocent knowledge, reminding us that all narratives and their study have their 
interests and, often, their complicities. It is imperative for the academy to recognize its 
complicities, and for every study of literatures of the subaltern to declare its agendas and think 
beyond metaphor in our calls for a more egalitarian world.9  
 
Migritude as Minor Literature of Globalization  
 Kenyan performance poet and activist of Indian descent Shailja Patel’s one-woman 
performance piece “Migritude” and her 2010 multi-modal collection of poetry of the same name 
inspire and name the movement I describe in this dissertation. In an interview, Patel claimed that 
she came upon the word migritude when “looking for a word that captured migrant attitudes, or 
the idea of migrants with attitude, a generation of migrants who don’t feel the need to be silent in 
order to protect themselves.”10 Migritude defiantly foregrounds the “spiritual reality” of the 
migrant who launches scathing critiques of the systems that produce her conditions, despite her 
vulnerability. We see a striking example in Patel’s poem “The Making (Migrant Song).” In this 
                                                                
9 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in Can the Subaltern Speak?: Reflections on the History 
of an Idea, ed. Rosalind C. Morris, (New York: Columbia University Press, 2010), 21-78. 





poem, Patel describes the obligation to ingratiate oneself for survival. Replicating and reversing 
the Manichean duality of  “us” vs. “them,” Patel speaks from the perspective of those usually 
made object, “them.” She addresses “you,” the non-migrant, the comfortably liberal middle-class 
blind to their complicity in a global story of oppression.  
We overdress, we migrants. We care too much how we 
look to you. We get it wrong. We ought to look like we 
don’t give a fuck. We show up ridiculously groomed, 
bearing elaborate gifts. We are too formally grateful.  
 
We cringe in silent shame for you when you don’t offer 
food or drink. Eat before us without sharing. Serve  
yourselves first. Insult us without knowing. 
 
Two white Americans said to me, when I shared my 
doughnut with them: 
 
We’ve never seen anyone cut a doughnut into three pieces. 
 
We calibrate hunger precisely. Define enough differently 
from you. Enough is what’s available, shared between  
everyone present. We are incapable of saying, as you can 
so easily: 
 
Sorry, there’s not enough for you.  
 
We absorb information without asking questions. 
Questions cost us jobs, visas, lives. We watch and copy. 
We try to please.11   
 
The shame she feels for the lack of empathy or communal value in “you” is juxtaposed with the 
sycophantic performance of migrants in airports and immigration centers, overdressed and 
bearing gifts, unthreatening. She exposes how the migrant must always be alert as to how she 
presents herself, how she dresses, speaks, or smells, while “you” can and do behave with 
astonishing entitlement without a second thought to how an outsider might perceive “you.”  
                                                                




 EuroAmerican racializations of the migrant often harken back to colonial justifications 
and tropes that suggest that the migrant is uncivilized, brutish, and irreducibly unassimilable. By 
addressing a presumed white American “you” as interlocutor, Patel enacts another reversal. She 
frames white Americans as so imbued with the logic of capitalism that Patel’s egalitarian ethic 
around food and hospitality—which Patel deems only civilized—inspires cultural fascination. 
She portrays white America as so excessively convinced of its cultural stability that it is 
oblivious to the possibility of giving offense—or worse, is indifferent to. Patel acknowledges the 
deadly risk in asserting oneself.  A question could cost a visa or a life. This highlights the degree 
to which the phenomenology of borders and nations measures personhood. This poem’s “double 
consciousness” narrates the strategic graciousness with which the disenfranchised address those 
in power while fully aware of the denigration in their gaze. 
 The “we” in “We migrants” is not an East African Indian “we” but a global “we.” Patel 
creates an identitarian category for what it means to be migrant that is not connected to nation, 
ethnicity, origin, or destination but characterized by movement. It is also characterized by labor, 
scarcity, contingency, insecurity, community ethics, and savvy that suggest a shared experience 
amongst racialized migrants. The distinct concern with scarcity, labor, and appeasing “white 
Americans” marks migritude as a literary movement that represents economically insecure, 
laboring classes of color. Patel identifies the experience of interpersonal inequality experienced 
by the migrant as an affective landscape specific to those whose movement strips them of 
security and agency. Rather than race or ethnicity, Patel’s point of departure is the relationship to 
global economic order. Migritude otherwise belongs to no place, no one history, no one ethnicity 
or nation, no one origin or location. It refuses linearity or center. In its expression of the 




endeavors to decolonize the mind. As such, I define migritude as a global social justice 
movement that sees literature as a form of cultural activism. The voices of multiple migrations 
create a complex chorus in which kinships and resemblances emerge. Its vision of what 
constitutes the “world” and the “globe” differs substantially from other theorizations of world 
literature or global literature. Though migritude is reliant on postcolonial theories and the lens of 
minor literatures, it cannot be reduced to a postcolonial minor literature. It resists utopic visions 
of global conviviality or literary collaboration and exchange while understanding itself as a 
product of the very violences it writes to resist and expresses the ambivalence of that attachment.  
Though migritude revolves around the word “migrant” as an organizing concept, the 
word does not operate to collapse the very real and consequential differences between varying 
conditions of movement and politico-legal status (asylum seeker, refugee, exile, nomad, 
economic migrant). Indeed, the emphasis on the materiality of the body in this dissertation 
endeavors to challenge the attenuation of the migrant into “figure” or metaphor. Migritude refers 
to a non-state structure of subjectivity denied by notions of the Citizen-Subject that is not defined 
only by its exclusion. I theorize migritude subjectivity as the product of shared structures of 
feeling with other migrants and migritude literature as art that expresses these structures of 
feeling, namely anger, shame, and ambivalence, among others. Raymond Williams’s term 
“structures of feeling” describes an area of feeling, thought, and experience that has not achieved 
articulation, and which is at the limit of coherence and comprehension. Williams writes, “It is a 
kind of feeling and thinking which is indeed social and material but each in an embryonic phase 
before it can become fully articulate and defined exchange. Its relations with the already 
articulate and defined are then exceptionally complex.”12 The juridico-political and cultural 
                                                                




invisibility of the migrant makes the resonances shared between different migrant conditions 
particularly difficult to articulate in their complexities. Paul Gilroy aptly describes migrant 
structures of feeling as “the inner dialectics of diaspora identification”13 that this dissertation 
claims are shared between migrant writers whose work constitutes a political act against silence, 
erasure, and assimilation. 
I identify in migritude the field of study that works to draw attention to the conditions, 
processes, and aesthetics of meaning-making in migritude literary and cinematic texts. To discuss 
these structures of feeling, I rely heavily on Sara Ahmed’s works in affect theory. The kinship 
between structures of feeling and affect and that kinship’s relevance to the migrant condition can 
be seen in this definition of affect by Gregory J. Seigworth and Melissa Gregg:  
Affect arises in the midst of in-between-ness: in the capacities to act and be acted upon. 
Affect is an impingement or extrusion of a momentary or sometimes more sustained state 
of relation as well as the passage (and the duration of the passage) of forces or intensities. 
That is, affect is found in those intensities that pass body to body (human, nonhuman, 
part-body, and otherwise), in those resonances that circulate about, between, and 
sometimes stick to bodies and words, and in the very passages or variations between 
these intensities and resonances themselves. Affect, at its most anthropomorphic, is the 
name we give to those forces—visceral forces beneath, alongside, or generally other than 
conscious knowing, vital forces insisting beyond emotion—that can serve to drive us 
toward movement… Indeed, affect is persistent proof of a body’s never less than ongoing 
immersion in and among the world’s obstinacies and rhythms, its refusals as much as its 
invitations.14  
 
When read through affect theory, the in-between-ness of the migrant condition, the 
double consciousness of deterritorialized subjectivity, and their fragmentations and incoherencies 
can be articulated and theorized without over-reliance on legal and political definitions, whose 
parameters are insufficient if not violent for descriptions of migrant feeling, thought, and 
                                                                
13 Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1993), 22. 
14 Gregory J. Seigworth and Melissa Gregg, “An Inventory of Shimmers,” in The Affect Theory Reader (Durham: 




experience. By contrast, my conceptualization of migritude privileges material lived experience 
and consciousness produced from non-privileged movement by narrating the body as a material 
site of vulnerability and affect. Affect is never separate from the processes of globalization. The 
body is always a product of multiple histories of movement, and its impediment in the form of 
borders, passports, checkpoints offer “persistent proof of a body’s never less than ongoing 
immersion in and among the world’s obstinacies and rhythms, its refusals as much as its 
invitations.”15 These refusals and invitations shape how race, gender, and language operate as 
intensities that pass through and between bodies and make meaning in their movements around 
the globe. Understanding the in-betweenness of this particular condition of movement requires 
an understanding of the “global” as connoting neoliberal capitalism and the nation-state bio-
political apparatus.  
To explain migritude’s position and its exigency, I rely on a 2013 editorial in which the 
Editors of US literary magazine N+1 mourn the genuine revolutionary political charge of Global 
South literature in the years following World War II. They accuse contemporary authors of 
transforming “exile into a professional expertise and literary theme”16 and trace a history of 
world literature to global literature that reveals the neoliberal capitalist processes that facilitated 
this turn to apolitical aesthetics. They begin with Johann Wolfgang van Goethe’s romantic notion 
of weltliteratur, which he imagined as a world literature composed of a body of national 
literatures that offer windows into their cultures through literary exchange and translation.17 The 
breakdown of national boundaries of literary production and consumption is brought on not only 
                                                                
15 Gregory J. Seigworth and Melissa Gregg, “An Inventory of Shimmers,” 1. 
16 “World Lite: What is Global Literature?” N+1, Issue 17: The Evil Issue, Fall 2013. 
https://nplusonemag.com/issue-17/the-intellectual-situation/world-lite/ 
17 Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin. The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Postcolonial 




by developments in international translation but also the developments of industrialization, 
which expanded the possibilities of printing and transportation, expanding the literary market. 
Goethe’s attitude toward world literature is particularly optimistic, perhaps due to the honorable 
role he envisioned for German language and literature on the world scene. Goethe is not alone in 
his optimism. Though Karl Marx critiques the commodification of art and the resulting alienation 
of artists from their work, a rare moment of praise for the bourgeois formation of world literature 
appears in The Communist Manifesto in which he credits the emergence of world literature for 
deteriorating the stronghold of a national market and, therefore, freeing up individual 
expression.18  
However, with the boon of hindsight, the Editors of N+1 have a far less sanguine take. 
The circulation of literature around a Eurocentric “world,” they suggest, may have resulted in 
quite the opposite of freedom from the nation or freedom of expression. Benedict Anderson 
argues in Imagined Communities that the spread of the nation-state and the development of a 
reading public in a national language reinforced the state as a unified community,19 just as 
increased literacy and production in vernacular languages expanded local markets. The novel 
became an important cog in the production of European colonial epistemologies. Homi Bhabha 
argues in Nation and Narration that weltliteratur brought the people and the state together in a 
shared if ambivalent national register, acting as a system of cultural signification and 
representation of social life in continuous discourse with the language of law and social 
control.20 In tune with them both, The N+1 Editors write: “The sound of modern literature, 
including almost all modern works later promoted to World Literature, has usually been that of 
                                                                
18 Lee Baxandall and Stefan Morawski, Marx and Engles on literature and art: a selection of writings. (Milwaukee: 
Telos Press, 1973), 21. 
19 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (New York: Verso, 2006). 




someone speaking, or attempting to be heard, in a nation-size room.”  
The end of World War II and the period of Global South decolonization that followed 
saw the emergence of postcolonial literature that writes back to empire in the colonizer’s 
language from the perspective of the postcolonial subject. Postcolonial literature appropriates 
colonial language while reclaiming histories, landscapes, and connections to cultures deracinated 
by European imperialism, marking an evolution in the scope of world literature to include the 
politically charged narratives critiquing past and present forms of Global North domination. By 
addressing the metropole in the colonizer’s language, the postcolonial writer became a figure of 
the metropole, a hybrid subject representative of the agonistic relationship between the Global 
North and Global South. In short, the nature of the “room” changed along with its size. These 
literatures were often published in the metropole to a sympathetic reading public, with a smaller 
reading public at “home,” where literacy in the colonial language and literary distribution were 
limited. The ambivalence of appropriating the colonizer’s language made fertile the potential for 
political critique while simultaneously participating in the use of the novel form as a cultural 
strategy of nation-building. With the awareness that the metropole can always choose to ignore 
the periphery, postcolonial literature became its own market, establishing itself through the new 
thirst for the exotic in a Europe whose own investment in social realism is rendered quiet in the 
face of relative political peace after World War II. While European writers write from “a smooth 
EU-niversality,”21 the cosmopolite readership of the Global North consumed fiction that threw 
into relief the violences of colonialism, political oppression and corruption, and the horrors of 
ongoing war.  
The Editors of N+1 describe the replication of the class composition of pre-war Europe 
                                                                




in post-independence nations in the Global South:  
. . . to one side of the writer stood a large, increasingly educated population of working 
people whose ongoing tolerance for social injustice could not be taken for granted, and to 
the other side a government run on behalf of an owning class too insecure and divided to 
shrug at the opinions of national writers. . . . a ruling class uneasily split between rural 
landlords and a thin stratum of urban bourgeoisie, a working class that still consisted more 
of peasants than city-dwelling wage-seekers. The combination of restive masses and a 
hostile or approving but not indifferent bourgeoisie gave the work of southern writers a 
social charge no longer available to literature in the stabilized rich countries.22 
 
In short, the writer from the Global South, whether located in the metropole or on the periphery, 
could, within the parameters of the market, be read and taken seriously. Political critique and 
agitation were deemed necessary and desirable. Literature could still be dangerous. N+1 locates 
the end of political substance in the literary movement for freedom of political speech as 
catalyzed by The Rushdie Affair. Salman Rushdie’s novel The Satanic Verses’ irreverent 
interpretation of a group of Quaranic verses enraged Muslims worldwide, though the book was 
otherwise widely acclaimed and nominated for several literary prizes in 1988. Ayatollah 
Khoemini, supreme leader of Iran, declared a fatwa on Rushdie’s head, resulting in several 
assassination attempts on Rushdie and consequently tremendous support and protection of his 
person and his work in Europe and the US. The enormous popularity this earned him also 
resulted in his becoming not only complacent but complicit. The Editors write,  
Fortuitously, The Satanic Verses was published the year before the Warsaw Pact unraveled: 
now a world split by the cold war could become a unified globe. Less fortuitously, the head 
of the Iranian Revolution—itself a salvo against cultural globalization, among other things 
—put a price on Rushdie’s head. Khoemeini had thus inadvertently sanctified the global 
novel in English. . . . what had been radicalism swiftly collapsed into a single pious axiom 
—freedom of speech—on whose behalf they would support any action. Three years after 
The Satanic Verses, the US would invade Iraq for the first time; just over a decade later it 
fell to Rushdie, no longer in hiding, to make the “liberal case” for the second invasion. 
Rushdie, who hadn’t cared for the Indian national ideal, came to have few qualms about the 
United States. Following The Satanic Verses, the association of postcolonial writing with 





anti-imperialism was dead.  
 
In other words, through the canal of rampant neoliberal globalization from the mid-’90s 
to the present was birthed the next generation of world literature—which the N+1 Editors call 
Global Literature. As such, “. . . Global, through no fault of its own, evokes phenomena like 
global capitalism and global warming the good and bad effects of which are by no means 
universally felt. Global, in other words, implies worldwide processes that polarize the conditions 
of the world’s people (including, presumably, their literary condition.) . . . Global Literature can’t 
help but reflect global capitalism, in its triumph, inequalities, and deformations.” In contrast to 
World Literature as theorized by David Damrosch, who sees literatures as having two loci, that 
of the origin and that of the host country, necessarily defined by place,23 Global Literature is 
penned by haute monde, jet-setting, cosmopolitan authors who no longer speak within the limits 
of the nation but from the globe to the globe (or the global market), often critiquing the violences 
of globalization with a self-awareness that cites its own worldliness and simultaneously features 
a conspicuous avoidance of the political ferment that the editors of N+1 see as world literature’s 
appropriate function.  
Global Literature as theorized by the editors of N+1 is characterized by the cult of 
personality and celebrity sustained through social media output and participation in worldwide 
festivals, where the major political and social differences between authors is papered over by the 
shared investment in their own acclaim. With the massive proliferation of Master of Fine Arts 
programs and the resulting proliferation of university-affiliated literature, the production and 
consumption of literature is now more than ever an elite activity across the globe. This landscape 
makes manifest Marx and Engel’s concerns about literature as commodity: when art becomes 
                                                                




part of the superstructure, or ideological strategy, it necessarily reflects the ideology of the ruling 
class. In this case, the reflection manifests in laments against global inequality, violence, and its 
excesses that studiously avoid making the happy cosmopolite consumer too uncomfortable, or 
her complicity too obvious. 
N+1 imagines an internationalist answer to the problem of contemporary global 
literature’s insufficiency, accusing it of being without “project, opposition, and most 
embarrassingly, truth.” A true internationalist literature would create taste, the editors claim, 
rather than cater to the middlebrow norms of genre and style. Through an opposition to 
prevailing tastes, it would call taste itself into question, putting pressure on the idea that 
consuming “literary” books “is to enlist, aesthetically and politically, on the side of the angels.” 
In a time when the forces of global capitalism are rapidly deteriorating the quality and integrity 
of both our literature and our food, the metaphor with which the editors of N+1 conclude is 
particularly apt: 
. . . Global lit makes no judgments. The work it favors is in consequence often a failure 
on its own narrow terms, good writing being, in a word, the creation of people trying to 
tell the truth, however slant, rather than to produce “literature.” Writers more interested 
in literature than the truth ensure that they never come out with either thing—the reason 
that the word literature today sounds so fake, as if you were to insist on saying cuisine 
every time you meant food. Food, as in sustenance, is more like what we have in mind.24  
 
This statement suggests that an oppositional and international project that is both 
aesthetic and political cannot come from the high echelons of big global publishing. The “world” 
of world literature is a defunct concept, but the “globe” of globalization continues to be a 
material reality—a reality perhaps better described by those whose exile and displacement is 
characterized by travel by foot, truck, caravan, boat, or dinghy than by plane. The “stabilized rich 
countries” that N+1 believe are evacuated from literary political possibility are often the sites 
                                                                




that “host” the new migrant laboring class. In migritude, I see a form of the internationalist 
answer that the Editors of N+1 seek in this editorial. The exile of the migritude subject does not 
lend itself to fetish, and the material circumstances addressed in migritude literature mark a clear 
difference between the melancholic sentimentalism of the privileged exile and the affective 
ambivalences of the laboring global migrant.  
Migritude is then not a Global Literature as much as a literature of globalization. Its 
parameters also resonate with Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of minor literature. Though N+1’s 
critique makes reference to Franz Kafka’s impact on the landscape of European literature, it does 
not explicitly refer to Deleuze and Guattari’s use of Franz Kafka’s work to theorize “minor 
literature.” They define minor literatures as (1) works constructed in a major language while 
coming from the experience of the deterritorialized Other, therefore deterritorializing the 
language (not unlike postcolonial appropriations, though not all postcolonial literatures are minor 
literatures); (2) works that are necessarily political due to the scarcity of their kind, amplifying 
the impact and raising the stakes of each of its individual concerns; and (3) works that have 
inherent collective value also due to scarcity and a commitment to representation, expressing and 
forging the means for possible alternative consciousness, community, and sensibility.25 I might 
argue that the insufficiencies of global literature can and must be countered by a literature of 
globalization or a literature that expresses the affective life of a global laboring class.  
The crucial minor literature of the globalization, I argue, is the literature of contemporary 
migration—a literature that springs from an experience of deterritorialization that is the condition 
of an increasing number of people worldwide, from which cultural production is limited. There is 
a direct correlation between the scarcity of a kind of narrative and its political urgency. Migritude 
                                                                
25 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, trans Dona Polan (Minneapolis: University 




does not operate between the loci of nations but straddles and destabilizes borders in its 
representation of a migrant subjectivity that does the same. This is a literature that expresses an 
ontological condition that challenges neocolonial epistemologies of the nation and the notions of 
the Other. The illegibility of the migrant subject, her unstable and amorphous subjectivity calls 
for reflection in form that also make migritude a movement whose aesthetics require serious 
attention. When she is reduced to data, information, headline, into a single concept (refugee, 
migrant, insurgent, terrorist), the ethical representation, or self-representation, of the migritude 
subject requires formal negotiations. Indeed, most of the works that I examine here as migritude 




Migritude and its Definitions 
 
Shailja Patel’s Migritude lobs a sharp indictment of the multi-pronged nature of 
colonialism on the contemporary migrant subject. Patel’s poetry narrativizes the historical 
trajectory between European colonization of the Global South, the violences of postcolonial 
nationalism, and the current landscape of migration and labor with specific insight and interest in 
the ways the concatenation of colonialism, capitalism, globalization, and neocolonialism are 
enacted on the bodies of women. It is with Patel’s neologism as orienting logic that this new field 
defines its politics and exigency. However, the definition of migritude is slippery by its very 
nature and not only due to its recent emergence in academia. The coining of the term migritude is 
usually attributed to Jacques Chevrier, who in 2007 used it to identify West African writers living 
in Paris who wrote of expatriate life. Chevrier describes migritude as symbolizing a “third space” 




disengagement from both the culture of origins and the receiving culture . . . within a new 
identitarian space.”26 Chevrier’s 2006 Littératures francophones d’Afrique noir traces an 
intellectual history of themes in francophone African literature and defines migritude writers as 
“enfants de la postcolonie,” who embrace previously vilified hybrid subjectivities. Their 
concerns, he argues, differ from the concerns of négritude, the 1930s’ francophone literary and 
artistic movement which disavowed colonialism and argued for an identitarian space and 
separate ontology specific to blackness. He separates migritude writers into three schools: (1) 
those who resist the sentimentalizing impulse and the explicit anxieties over what it means to be 
an immigrant francophone writer in France; (2) those who refute Africa, either claiming 
ignorance about the continent or using it as an aesthetic accessory not central to their identities; 
or (3) those who insist on being writers first and black only incidentally.27  
Though Patel does not seem to be aware of Chevrier and comes to the term independently, 
her definition is in clear alignment his notion of a “third space,” and she also sees the movement 
as generations. As Vijay Patel points out in the foreword to Migritude, the riff on and homage to 
négritude makes migritude necessarily about race, decolonization and postcolonialism, and a 
radical politics of global resistance.28 The best-known poets of the négritude movement, Léopold 
Sédar Senghor from Senegal and Aimé Césaire and Leon Damas from the Caribbean, conceived 
of a pan-Africanism that took cultural and aesthetic pride in blackness and tied it to a shared 
history of origin in Africa that allowed for community and political movement organized around 
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shared roots. Négritude’s strategic essentialism informed later movements toward black 
nationalist enterprise and disavowed the syncretisms that Paul Gilroy, in his seminal text The 
Black Atlantic, identifies as centrally undeniable to black experience.  
 Patel echoes Gilroy in her poetic demarcations between “roots,” with their implication of 
bloodlines and authenticity, and what Gilroy describes as “a process of mediation that is more 
appropriately approached via the homonym routes,”29 which, for Patel, is a question of finding 
lineages of experience—ancestries of migrant womanhood and creative resistance to 
colonization that need not share the specificities of time and place and that do not denature the 
value of either. In The Black Atlantic, Paul Gilroy advocates for a de-centering of the nation in 
conceptions of black cultural identity and critiques Western Enlightenment and liberal ideologies 
that create the Citizen-Subject to the exclusion of the black subject. Gilroy conceives of the 
Black Atlantic as a modern political and cultural formation that desires to transcend the 
structures of the nation-state and the constraints of ethnicity and racial particularity in its 
understanding of the place of the black subject in modern Europe. He maps the triangular 
formation of the Atlantic slave trade between West Africa, the Americas and the Caribbean, and 
United Kingdom to collapse the national lines along which black critical knowledges seemed to 
be arranged in the academy. He takes as his pivot the figure of the ship, reading it as expressive 
of a transnational history that informs and shapes a heterogenous, transnational blackness 
insufficiently theorized by notions of hyphenated citizenship or hybridity, which in turn 
insufficiently acknowledge the enduring influence of Western Enlightenment philosophies on 
notions of subjectivity and aesthetics.  
Without naming négritude explicitly, Gilroy critiques movements that argue for “brute 
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pan-Africanism” that expresses disappointment in black European culture and is invested in 
disabusing it of its colonized consciousness and reeducating it with racial awareness. He also 
critiques the pluralistic position, which “affirms blackness as an open signifier and seeks to 
celebrate complex representations of a black internally divided: by class, sexuality, gender, age, 
ethnicity, economics, and political consciousness” as being “insufficiently alive to the lingering 
power of specifically racialized forms of power and subordination.”30*31 Instead, Gilroy’s The 
Black Atlantic makes an argument for the long-standing centrality of black presence in the 
European nation-state and the right of the black citizen to full integration into English citizenship 
and cultural identity, fundamentally altering citizenship’s supposed white underpinnings. 
Migritude cultural production borrows from and differs from négritude and Black Atlantic 
theorizations in its deployment of strategic essentialism in the service of a de-centered, 
multilingual pluralism far less clearly invested in its own integration into the nation-state. 
Migritude sees itself as an open signifier while acutely conscious of the racialized forms of 
power and subordination that produce its condition in its politics and aesthetics.  
 However, Patel does employ a form of strategic essentialism to posit an alternative 
ontology. She conceives of an essentialist syncretism, a complex and contradictory subjectivity 
born of peripatetic rootlessness. The “migri” of migritude invokes the question of the movement 
of bodies, of documentation and labor, of borders and checkpoints, and the coercive structures 
that organize the migrant experience in the neocolonial globalized present. The ingenious use of 
the “tude” of “attitude” as a suffix establishes migritude as a politics of self-affirmation. It also 
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connotes an aesthetics that is truculent and uncooperative—a “style” or form particular to radical 
migrants and constitutive of what Vijay Prashad describes in the foreword to Migritude as “what 
it means to live inside the concept of the migrant.”32 Chevrier’s framework is concerned 
specifically with West African expatriates in France. While Patel is deeply invested in Africa, 
Kenya in particular, she writes more of transhistorical Asian and African migrations born of 
colonialism and contemporary neoimperialisms. Her conceptualization is concerned with this 
complex set historical points of entry and geographical locations but travels easily in its 
resonances with other works that share the expression of the condition of the migrant.  
Beyond Chevrier and Patel, the concept of migritude travels in tight but robust circles and 
usually within the study of African migrant writers who might be identified as “enfants de la 
postcolonie,” a term popularized by Abdourahman Waberi. Waberi uses the term to describe the 
generation of writers who do not share the same concerns of postcolonial authors due to their 
attachment and ownership of Paris as a conflicted site of belonging.33 Waberi, Chevrier, Dominic 
Thomas, Ayo Coly, and Pius Adesanmi all locate these writers as coming of age after 1960, the 
watershed year of African political independence from colonial Europe. Dominic Thomas’s 
Black France: Colonialism, Immigration, and Transnationalism (2007) identifies a similar shift 
of focus from postcolonial nationalism to the sovereignty of the individual. He explores 
transnational contexts developed from symbiosis between writers of multiple African national 
origin and makes a passing reference to migritude as formulated by Chevrier.34 Ayo Coly’s The 
Pull of Postcolonial Nationhood: Gender and Migration in Francophone African Literatures 
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(2010) launches a critique of Thomas’ work for its failure to sufficiently contend with the frame 
of the postnational. Coly rejects the idea of migritude writers as “emancipated … from roots and 
national attachments in favor of multiple passports, euphoric vagrancy, and self-indulging 
cosmpolitanism,”35 which bears the ring of Afropolitanism far more than it resonates with 
migritude’s concerns. Coly’s intervention is crucial to my own: she points out that the post-
national turn in postcolonial studies of francophone migritude writers fails to account for “the 
endurance of national identifications in the postcolony” and study the work of women, whose 
have “traditionally been the sites for discourses and practices of nationalism.”36 Migritude 
subjects cannot be configured as haute-monde cosmopolites, and their work brings the material 
realities of women’s labor and sexual vulnerability to the forefront, along with expressions of 
affective belonging to the postcolony and the metropole simultaneously (See Chapters Three and 
Four on Italophone migritudes).  
More recent and emerging work on migritude literature expands the parameters of 
migritude further with Shailja Patel as its usher. Patel is an interesting interlocutor for this body 
of theory because she is first exiled from “Africanness” due to her Indian origins and exiled as a 
migrant minority in Britain and the US. Her connection and identification with Africa are fraught 
in different ways than her affinities with Britain and the US. The “pull” of the postcolonial nation 
is itself a complex affective negotiation. Her concern with “home” and its connection to 
“belonging” speaks to what Pius Adesanmi calls “transmodernity” in “Redefining Paris: 
Transmodernity and Francophone African Migritude Fiction.” “Transmodernity” in Adesanmi’s 
work refers to a critique of modernity advanced by the likes of Enrique Dussel and Paul Gilroy 
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as “narrativizing itself as the reason, rationality, technology, and liberal democracy of the 
Western white male, circumscribed by the black subject as an alterity defined and 
instrumentalized solely within the political economy of slavery and colonialism.”37 
Transmodernities, by contrast, “lie beyond the truth claims of the European episteme, constantly 
undermining its will to universalism . . . the planet’s multiple cultures . . . are now erupting on a 
cultural horizon ‘beyond’ modernity.”38 Pius Adesanmi writes of Paris as a nexus from which 
migritude writers emerge in the tradition of Black Paris and négritude. He discusses how “their 
works constitute a transmodernity on the one hand and how they break with antecedent African 
textual practices within the ambit of Black Paris on the other hand. Migritude—a contraction of 
migration and Négritude—evokes two mutually reinforcing ideologies as well as a negation.”39 
The tension he describes resonates with the tension between theories of hybridity that celebrate 
“nomadism” as a reading practice and with the failures of these theories to take the material 
reality of migration into account. Because migritude writers undermine the European episteme’s 
will to universalism, Adesanmi suggests, there is an expectation that they must refer to it and 
challenge it with what has been conceptualized as its reverse: the ideologies of négritude and the 
existing tradition of Black Paris that predates this generation of writers. However, migritude 
writers negate the both African textual practices and Black Paris. Instead, they write from a 
“third space” that negates and responds to both and aligns with neither.  
Adesanmi’s emphasis on negation and refusal is crucial. The migritude subject is, like her 
postcolonial antecedents, concerned with “home and exile, . . . deterritorialization and 
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deracination . . . of diasporic subject hood and identity” but refuses “neat temporally linear 
narratives purporting to map the trajectory of immigrant and diasporic subjecthood from a point 
of departure to a point of arrival and back.”40 While the writers Adesanmi cites challenge 
dominant politics and create anti-racist epistemologies with debt to négritude, they reject 
essentialism based on “source philosophy” and see themselves instead as at home in a Paris that 
frames them as outsiders, as with littérature beur write by Maghrebi writers whose origins place 
them outside of the standard corpus of French literature. (It is quite indicative that the Maghreb 
francophone literary movement finds its name in the sound made when the word “Arab” is said 
backward in French.”)41 More recently, Christopher Ian Foster points out in Conscripts of 
Migration in the Era of Globalization that Western neoliberalism must be understood as a form 
of modern empire that creates migration in ways that are concatenated but different from the 
migrations of “enfants de la postcolonie.” His work studies “the diasporic literature of African 
women and queer migrants to argue that immigration in the era of neoliberal globalization is 
transnationally constituted, institutional, and historical.”42  
I expand and elaborate upon this rich body of work, particularly Foster’s premise, by 
introducing new points of entry, including: (1) A sustained concern with genre and style that 
emphasizes the importance of poetics to the conceptualization of a migritude literature. I advance 
the argument that the study of migritude, having largely focused on the novel form, should take 
seriously the possibilities of mixed or multi-genre works whose structures replicate the 
peripatetic experience of its subjects. An attention to form also de-emphasizes hagiographic 
study and situates the text as the point of departure for analysis. (2) A consideration of the history 
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of slavery and indenture as fundamental to an understanding of the relationship between 
movement and capital. This opens up the consideration that descendants of labor migrants may 
constitute their own form of migritude subject in the affective inheritance of historical erasure. 
(3) The inclusion of Anglophone contexts that see the US and Britain as postcolonial and 
neocolonial contact zones and English as both a postcolonial and migritude language. (4) The 
further expansion of the linguistic possibilities of migritude through the inclusion of Italophone 
contexts that explore the urgent contemporary landscape of Southern European migration crisis. 
(5) A discussion of the impact of visual culture on the “figuring” of the migrant, and how 
aesthetic and stylistic choices can constitute migritude gestures through which the subjectivity 
and material experience of the migritude subject can be restored. As this schema suggests, I join 
Ayo Coly in challenging the emphasis on male writers and figurations by fixing my eye 
exclusively on female migrant writers of color whose works are explicitly feminist and give 
special attention to the image-making histories around black female bodies. 
 
Migritude Methodologies  
 
Each of these authors and filmmakers whose work I analyze in this project addresses the 
production of their own subjectivity (or that of their characters) through histories of forced 
movement, forced labor, and gendered subjugation. I analyze all of these works through the 
lenses of gender, labor, and movement with affect and poetics as their organizing prisms. 
Analysis of these texts’ poetics reveal a structure of feeling specific to migritude that is universal 
across migrant conditions with different geographical and temporal dimensions and in 
conversation with other related movements. It is in the affective and the resonance between 




literature defined by the narration of the material conditions of movement as a structure of 
feeling. I clarify the definitions and concerns of affect theory and Raymond Williams’ concept of 
“structure of feeling” to explain my approach.  
Gregory J. Seigworth and Melissa Gregg define affect in the following ways: 
Affect arises in the midst of in-between-ness: in the capacities to act and be acted upon.  
. . . affect is found in those intensities that pass body to body (human, nonhuman, party-
body, and otherwise), in those resonances that circulate about, between, and sometimes 
stick to bodies and worlds . . . Bindings and unbinding, becomings and un-becomings, 
jarring disorientations and rhythmic attunements. Affect marks a body’s belonging to a 
world of encounters or; a world’s belonging to a body of encounters but also, in non-
belonging . . . a body’s capacity to affect and be affected . . . With affect, a body is as 
much outside itself as in itself—webbed in its relations. . .43  
 
The material body of the migrant woman is affected by passports, laws, policies, and by 
patriarchal social domination. Her race, enmeshed in the discourses of racialized bodies, acts 
upon the world, upon her relationship with language and linguistic register, and upon the 
structures of community she can build across and beyond national, ethnic, and racial 
identifications in a multicultural migrant world. The migrant acts upon the world, acts to belong, 
and unsettles the world’s understanding of what belonging entails. Affect, belonging, and 
affective (un)belonging emerge as relational dynamics that can form the basis of a shared 
consciousness or structure of feeling that expresses itself in a distinctive style. Stuart Hall defines 
“structures of feeling” as necessarily social and dialogic in nature but not of dominant systems 
and institutions. Rather, a structure of feeling is a “social experience which is still in process, 
often indeed not yet recognized as social but taken to be private, idiosyncratic, and even 
isolating, but which in analysis . . . has its emergent, connecting, and dominant characteristics . . 
.”44 Indeed, the works I explore under the rubric of migritude all reference individual experiences 
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as necessarily collective and political, and have certain recurring aesthetic characteristics. In the 
foreword to Migritude, Vijay Prashad writes that migritude “. . . is not a cultural anthropology of 
migrant lives, but rather a philosophical meditation on what it means to live within the concept 
of Migrant. . . . there is a “compass of suffering” shared by migrants of color into the heartlands 
of power. It shows how this compass binds them in unexpected ways. The term migritude 
suggests the horizontal assimilation engineered by migrants as they smile at each other, knowing 
quite well what is carried on each other’s backs.”45 These stories share a particular aesthetics that 
expresses the “compass of suffering” Prashad refers to. These are stories that address questions 
of home, family, anger, shame, and fear through explorations of mixed genre, polyvocal 
narration, textual arrangement, integration of archival material, plays of punctuation, and the use 
of symbolic objects or locations including the ambi (paisley), suitcases, saris, the ship, the 
barracoon, the plantation, the passport, food, the child, and music.  
 The aesthetic and affective commonalities between the texts I examine form a portrait of 
the “compass” Prashad revers to. These works “smile” at one another through the shared 
horizons of complex relationships with the concept of home, family, and belonging. Sara Ahmed 
writes of migrant notions of home:  
. . . the narrative of leaving home produces too many homes and hence no Home, too 
many places in which memories attach themselves through the carving out of inhabitable 
space, and hence no place in which memory can allow the past to reach the present . . . 
The movement between homes hence allows Home to become a fetish, to become 
separated from the particular worldly space of living here, through the possibility of some 
memories and the impossibility of others. In such a narrative journey, then, the space 
which is most like home, which is most comfortable and familiar, is not the space of 
inhabitance - I am here - but the very space in which one finds the self as almost, but not 
quite, at home. In such a space, the subject has a destination, an itinerary, indeed a future, 
but in having such a destination, has not yet arrived . . . home becomes the impossibility 
                                                                




and necessity of the subject’s future (one never gets there, but is always bettering there), 
rather than the past which binds the self to a given place.46  
 
In other words, the narrative journey is the closest thing to “home” for the migritude subject, an 
abstract psychological and psychic locale that is always-already a space of transit—a narrative 
exists in a perpetual present tense, thick with the “intensities” of affective relationships with time 
and place: a destination, a journey, a theoretical future. Therefore, The migritude subject is 
characterized first and foremost by her story as a conduit for giving lineaments to a porous and 
continuously peripatetic emotional existence.  
 My first chapter reads Shailja Patel as a mother text for this expanded, comparative 
intervention and explores her collection of poetry, Migritude, for its multi-modalities as 
expressive of the poetry’s reach across time, space, and language. Patel frequently throws her 
voice to her mother, a character in both the performance piece and the poetry who expresses a 
previous generation’s anxieties about money, borders, gender, and work ethic that shapes the 
“enfant” whose multiple exiles and new identities differ in crucial and painful ways. In this and 
subsequent texts, I find resonance between migritude and “refugitude,” a sister consciousness 
theorized by Khatharya Um47 and the Critical Refugee Studies Collective. Like migritude, 
“refugitude” places “experiences and meaning making at the analytic center without dismissing 
the role of external forces and conditions in producing refugee dislocations. . . . The conditions 
and consciousness of being a refugee . . . often outlast the expiration of the politico-legal status; 
that very expiration itself is a denial of the persisting challenges facing the refugee individual, 
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families, and communities.”48 Indeed Patel “feels” the migrations that preceded her in her family 
and “feels with” the exiling of Asians from Uganda, though she did not personally experience 
these events. The effect on the consciousness of those descended from histories of colonization 
and rout create a particular kind of migritude “enfant” consciousness that may not be easily 
theorized as “migrant.” In this chapter, I identify Gloria Anzaldùa’s Borderlands: La Mestiza as 
Patel’s literary ancestor, discuss the importance of genre and aesthetic manipulation, and 
introduce the notions of migritude that I unpack further in the chapters that follow, including the 
notion of historical erasure and its inheritance. 
 My second chapter, “Migritude History: Black Atlantic Sisters and Kala Pani Jahaji 
Behen,” find examples of the descendents of labor migrants as migritude subjects in African 
American writer and academic Saidiya Hartman, and Gaiutra Bahadur, Guyanese-American 
writer and journalist. The desire to connect with lost lineages and across untranslatable 
difference and a sense of the unhomely49 reverberates through Saidiya Hartman’s Lose Your 
Mother and Gaiutra Bahadur’s Coolie Woman. Both texts are memoirs, archival histories, and 
research documents that weave together the past and the present, the personal and the collective, 
and show how postcolonial histories of loss can shape a contemporary subject. Hartman and 
Bahadur are not labor migrants themselves, though Bahadur is an immigrant American. 
However, they carry the same rage and shame of lost history that organizes Patel’s poetry, and 
like her, they revisit original source material to access voices that give them, in term, access to 
themselves. Saidiya Hartman figures the ontological theft suffered by African slaves and the 
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emptiness of the archive as a loss of one’s mother, of lineage, of home, and figures this loss of 
maternal origin as the African American condition. I find this description resonant with the 
unhomely configurations of migritude and connect Lose Your Mother to Gaiutra Bahadur’s 
Coolie Woman. Bahadur traces home through matrilineal research by following the story of her 
great-grandmother to reconstruct the stories of “coolie” women, women who left India for the 
West Indies to become indentured laborers under Britain. Her project engages with—and I would 
argue is an act of —“coolitude,” a sister-movement to migritude specific to the experience of 
Indian indenture that celebrates coolie history and heritage in the West Indies and the broader 
diaspora with the intent of recovering pride.50  
  I bring these contexts into view to dislodge migritude from France and the Francophone. 
However, the expansion into Anglophone texts and contexts does little to disrupt the dominance 
of Francophone and Anglophone discourses in cultural and postcolonial studies. Sandra 
Ponzanesi describes the prevalence of the Anglophone in postcolonial and culture studies as 
itself a kind of imperialism reflective of the enduring dominance of these former colonial 
powers. She writes:  
The undisputed role of the English language within the postcolonial debate and literatures 
signals the need to address . . . neocolonial allegations in their manifold articulation. 
Since language is embedded in power relationships, it is crucial to address the source of 
present linguistic hierarchies and the effects that these protracted colonial hegemonies 
have on the representation and consumption of cultural difference. . . . In order to 
dislodge this persistent center-periphery dichotomy, the discourse on postcolonialism 
needs to be shifted towards literatures expressed in other languages. This shift highlights 
one of the most visible pitfalls of postcolonialism—the resignation of a totalizing 
discourse, the abolition of which was a priority of the postcolonial agenda. It further 
indicates that new policies of publishing and distributing still privilege the English 
language, which is at present linked to the pivotal role that North America plays in the 
new global dynamics.51  
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Other European languages and non-European languages are ghettoized in the academy, 
desiccating the possibilities of a truly comparative, interdisciplinary postcolonial approach to 
diaspora and postcolonial history. This dissertation makes a small intervention in this landscape 
to elbow out room for Italophone contexts. Though Italian is hardly a minor or insufficiently 
studied language, it is a language rarely considered postcolonial or migrant. Italian literature is 
not considered as having the diversity one might find in Britain or France, where Black British 
literature and Littérature Beur have national recognition, win awards, and are taught in schools 
as lenses through which to understand multiculturalism. My third chapter, “Migritude Contexts: 
From the Black Atlantic to the Black Mediterranean” provides historical and theoretical context 
for the urgency of understanding Italian postcolonial history and acknowledging the migritude 
subjectivities of Italy. It introduces the migritude literary movement, letteratura della 
migrazione, literally “literature of migration,” characterized by non-white non-native or second-
generation writers and poets of color challenging hegemonic notions of Italianness and arguing 
for migrant rights.  Letteratura della migrazione is generally written by authors who moved to 
Italy at an early age or were born there and write in Italian for native Italian and fellow migrant 
audiences. The movement is usually described as having a series of waves, “generations” of 
migrants and their literatures; the latest of which articulate a particular migritude subjectivity.  
In my fourth chapter, “Inside/Outside: The Body and the Family in Igiaba Scego and 
Cristina Ali Farah’s Italia Meticcia,” I focus on two authors of Letteratura della migrazione, 
Cristina Ali Farah and Igiaba Scego, both of whom identify as both Somali and Italian and are 
prominent figures in the movement. Their work, like that of Shailja Patel, Gloria Andalzúa, 
Saidiya Hartman, and Gaiutra Bahadur, re-write history from the perspective of the 




materiality and metaphor of motherhood and the family structure, the ambivalence of double 
consciousness, and the materiality and metaphor of the migrant body. I return to my initial 
concern with the “figuring” of the migrant in my fifth and final chapter, “Imaging the Migrant: 
Documentary Strategies for Narrating Migration Crisis.” This chapter meditates on the ways that 
visual mediums totalize migrants into bodies. It examines how photography and film can 
produce, reinforce, or resist racist discourses in the twenty-four-hour news cycle and the current 
landscape of global streaming. I return to the concern around “crisis” by focusing on the visual 
narration of literal border crossings into the US from Mexico and Central America and into Italy 
by way of the island of Lampedusa. Through a comparative study of the photos of Giulio 
Piscitelli and the following documentaries: Gianfranco Rosi’s Fuocaoammare, and Jonas 
Carpignano’s Mediterranea, I examine the relationship between aesthetics and ethics in 
mainstream visual representation of the migrant, offering a critique of realism and visual “truth” 
and finding greater ethical possibility in “poetic” visual modes that affectively interpolate the 
viewer toward their politics.  
  
Skin in the Game 
 
It seems imperative that a study that insists upon a literature with political stakes make 
its own stakes visible. I come to the study of migritude through my own experiences of 
dislocation. I am a migrant of a vastly different kind than the subjects described in this 
dissertation. I was born in the United States to Bangladeshi parents who live in Rome as 
diplomats with the United Nations. Had I been born in Italy, despite the protections and ease that 
come with United Nations affiliation, I would likely have been denied citizenship and forced to 
renew a work-stay visa continually to live in my country of permanent residence. (See Chapter 




Bangladeshi labor migrants, and Rome is particularly full of Bangladeshi men who work the 
kitchens of local restaurants, work as gardeners, landscapers, construction workers, domestic 
workers, or work the streets wiping windshields and selling tourist knickknacks and flowers to 
tourists. The gulf that separated my existence from theirs and the uncomfortable affinity and 
tension that stood in that space shaped how I thought of myself, of Bangladesh, and of Italy’s 
ability to “host” with kindness. Racism in Italy is intimately connected to assumptions of the 
limitations of labor for migrants, in that migrants are tolerated insofar as they work jobs that 
native Italians are unwilling to work. As such, native Italians often mistook me for a domestic 
worker or a sex worker and were often offended outright that I did not work serving Italian 
families in any capacity. The offense and bewilderment extended to my use of Italian. The 
fluency with which I speak Italian and the clear regional specificity with which I speak it posed a 
threat to many native Italians’ sense of who “could” speak and be Italian. My appropriation of 
the Italian language as my own inspired an assault by a teenage, self-identified neo-Nazi in my 
high school hallway. I emerged with only a hairline fracture in my rib, but my relationship to 
language, space, and place became also further fractured thereafter—a confusion around 
(un)belonging that endures to this day.  
As an adult, from the privileged perch from a relatively safe life in Brooklyn, I observe 
as internal labor migrations in Bangladesh lead to massive abuses and crises such as the collapse 
of Rana Plaza and the subsequent controversies around women laborers in sweatshops. I read 
helplessly about the Rohingya refugee crisis at the border between Bangladesh and Myanmar. 
Over the course of a single year in the “land of opportunity” where I was sent to live, where I 
was born as an “anchor baby” to ensure my safety, the number of verbal and physical assaults 




into my body as I walk the streets of New York. The US squabbles over a border wall with 
Mexico while the EU squabbles over the distribution of funds to restrict and detain migrants and 
maintain a market with Britain. If we do not change our epistemologies and re-animate our 
political imagination, the future may be very bleak. The implications of climate change alone on 
the explosion of human movement and its regulation are almost unimaginable. The authors 
whose works I analyze in this dissertation are all migritude subjects for whom none of these 
“nodes” of Neo-imperialism are disconnected from one another. Though my biography differs, 
perhaps bearing more similarity to ideas of the “third culture kid,” I share with them the internal 
maelstrom of confusion, shame, fear, anxiety, pride, and resolve that comes with living multiply 
displaced lives. I write my analysis of their work through the navel of this affective. As a 
diasporic subject, the parameters of my biography are a relatively recent formation. Migritude 
literature and cinema is relatively recent in the story and study of diaspora. Though I choose a 
body of cultural production that speaks to my own being-in-the-world, there is risk in this 
selection. In most cases, due to how recently they are produced, these are works whose afterlives 
have yet to be established in the discourses that surround them. My hope is that I can prompt the 
inclusion of the frame of migritude in the discursive afterlives of these texts as they live and 
circulate in the academy, and through them promote a fuller, more nuanced, historical materialist 














Chapter One: Migritude Poetics:  
The Collective Voice of Feminist Anger 
 
 
Dead words. Dead tongue. From disuse. Buried in  
Time’s memory. Unemployed. Unspoken. History. 
Past. Let the one who is diseuse, one who is mother 
who waits nine days and nine nights be found. 
Restore memory. Let the one who is disease, one  
who is daughter restore spring with her each ap- 
pearance from beneath the earth. 
 
—Teresa Hak Kyung Cha, Dictée 
 
For within living structures defined by profit, by linear power,  
by institutional dehumanization, our feelings were not meant to  
survive. Kept around as unavailable adjuncts or pleasant 
pasttimes, feelings were expected to kneel to thought as women 
were expected to kneel to men. But women have survived. As  
poets. And there are no new pains. We have felt them all  
already. We had hidden that fact in the same place where we  
have hidden our power. They surface in our dreams, and it is  
made realizable through our poems that give us the strength 
and courage to see, to feel, to speak, and to dare.  
 
—Audre Lorde, “Poetry is Not a Luxury” 
 
 
 Queer feminist performance poet and activist Shailja Patel’s one-woman spoken word 
theater performance Migritude was first performed in California and then around the world from 
2005 to 2007. In 2010, the text of the show was published by Kaya Press with notes from the 
play, more poems, and interviews, all accompanied by a wealth of intricate illustrations. In the 
theatrical performance, Patel used saris from a “battered red suitcase,”52 Patel’s trousseau, as a 
central prop to tell the story of three cross-continental migrations: the early-twentieth-century 
migration of Indians to East Africa, their economic disenfranchisement and expulsion in the 
                                                                




1970s, and the generation of subsequent migrations from East Africa to countries of the Global 
North. Patel’s own journey takes her from Kenya to England to the US. In South Asian cultures, 
a trousseau is traditionally composed of new and heirloom saris and jewelry handed from mother 
to daughter on the advent of her marriage. The word comes to us from the French word 
“trousse,” to bundle—a suggestive root for a story that explores the semiotic consequences of 
deterritorializing inheritance. At the time of Migritude’s performance, Patel was based in 
California. Her parents live in Nairobi, where Patel was born and raised. For diasporic families, 
passing traditions down from generation to generation must contend with multiple borders across 
which those traditions are likely to be transformed. In her brilliant analysis of the cultural work 
saris do in the performance of Migritude, Vanita Reddy writes that “In the diasporic context, the 
sari trousseau connects female generations across time and space through marriage and 
childbearing and thus, can be an especially potent archive through which to preserve and assert a 
culturally coherent Indian identity.”53 The use of a suitcase as the container of this archive 
betrays its instability. A suitcase is indeed a “bundle” to be carried, like the archive and stories 
that Patel uses the saris to tell: trans-generational inheritances of trauma, historical erasure, and 
silence. In “Speaking of Saris,” Vijay Prashad’s foreword to the published version of Migritude, 
he elaborates on the cultural meaning of the sari: “The sari, a piece of cloth, binds continents and 
families. But it is also that which allows us to think about the bind: it holds things together, it 
bandages wounds, but it also obliges us to think about what it means to be bound together. We 
are as bound by the struggles of the migrant workers who have inserted their bodies and desires 
into our society as we are by the granite block of the power elite that is loath to cede its power or 
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open its purse. This bind is the central metaphor of Shailja’s book.”54 In this family, the bind 
between mother and daughter is communicated through the trousseau and the suitcase, with the 
contradictory cultural meanings of the two objects creating a poignant portrait of diasporic 
identitarian dilemmas. What is “carried” takes on multiple meanings. Prashad recalls Aimé 
Césaire’s idea of the “compass of suffering” shared between négritude subjects and claims that 
migritude “suggests that there is a ‘compass of suffering’ shared by migrants of color into the 
heartlands of power. It shows how this compass binds them in unexpected ways. The term 
migritude suggests the horizontal assimilation engineered by migrants as they smile at each 
other, knowing quite well what is carried on each other’s backs.”55  
  Indeed, Part I of Migritude opens with a Gujarati proverb Patel heard frequently from her 
mother: “Raat thud ne vest jaja, . . . The night is short and our garments change. Meaning: Don’t 
put down roots. Don’t get too comfortable. By dawn, we may be on the move, forced to reinvent 
ourselves in order to survive. Invest only in what we can carry. Passports, Education. Jewelry.”56 
We learn through epistolary dialogue about the many ways that Patel’s mother, a Gujarati Indian 
woman in Kenya who witnessed the exile of Asians from Uganda, feels the insecurity of her 
situation and trains her daughters accordingly. What the Patel women must carry—in their 
suitcases, on their backs, in their saris, on their persons and in their bodies—is identity, tradition, 
and conduits to mobility (passports, education). Patel writes, “In the olden days, my mother says, 
they didn’t have banks, so they invested in jewellery. The women would carry the family’s 
savings in their gold ornaments, their valuable saris. It was the safest - and you see, it kept them 
safe. Women were respected, because they wore and guarded the family’s wealth.”57 However 
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saris and jewelry did not protect South Asian women when Ugandan dictator Idi Amin overthrew 
the democratically elected government in 1971 and ousted the Asian population from Uganda 
soon afterward in the name of a black Uganda. Patel describes the adults in her childhood 
remembering, “They took even the wedding rings, the earrings, off the women. They searched 
their hair.”58 The protection offered by wearing markers of ethnic difference, wealth, and status 
is illusory, symbolic. Kenya’s South Asian middle-class minority consisted of skilled 
professionals whose economic interests supported British imperial projects and, as Reddy 
explains, contributed to the economic subordination of local Africans; “Amin and other black 
Africans often cited Asian economic power to justify their expulsion.”59 The sari is not only a 
container for false security in class privilege but also a symbol of pride in one’s own ethnic 
identity during a period of state-sponsored racism. Despite her multiple migrations and her 
activism as a queer feminist, Patel’s mother still expected Patel to marry a suitable man and 
“settle down.” These contradictions prove the fragility and illusory nature of originary identity, 
as does the use of a suitcase as a container for the trousseau. That the suitcase is a “bundle” 
traditionally used for travel or flight speaks to the “bundles” one must carry in order to escape 
quickly, change garments, and reinvent the self—possibilities that run against “settling down” in 
traditional roles. The book is punctuated by several letters from Patel’s mother in which she 
pressures her to marry. However, she communicates her acceptance of Patel’s refusal by giving 
her the trousseau anyway rather than retain it as a mark of Patel’s failure to marry in an 
appropriate time frame.  
. . . it seems your mangal sutra has to come from your mother instead of your husband! 
But this does not absolve you of your duty to settle down in life! . . . You know that 
mangal sutra literally means: “thread of good will.” . . . in a traditional mangal sutra, 
there are three granthis - three knots of commitment. The first knot stands for intention. 
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The second knot is for the declaration that takes place in the marriage ceremony. The 
third knot is for the lifelong performance of the commitment you make.60 
 
The mangal sutra is exchanged instead between mother and daughter. Identity and wealth 
reserved for marital life are conferred upon Patel as a single, queer-identified woman. In her 
working notes to Migritude, Patel admits that it was with this sudden transformation that her 
creation of Migritude began:  
As a teenage feminist, I put mangal sutras in the same category as wedding rings: a 
symbol of bondage, something that branded a woman as chattel. Moveable property. 
When my mother gave me one, I was stunned. It meant: Your chosen path is no less 
serious, no less worthy of ceremonial recognition, than your sisters’ marriages. …In this 
act, my mother showed me up as the traditionalist. Appointed herself the revolutionary. 
Her gift shows me that the three granthis of the mangal sutra could be a blueprint for a 
creative life. An activist life. …Intention. Declaration. Execution.61 
 
The trousseau is de-contextualized to signify a different kind of continuity between women 
living between nations, queered away from associations with heteronormative reproductive 
domesticity. The queer daughter can now re-signify its elements to affirm her identity as a 
migrant artist and activist. The cultural re-signification of objects and texts through feminist 
materialist critique is the central act of Migritude—both in the performance and the collection of 
poetry. On stage, she uses her saris to tell stories that shed light on what it means to live in the 
condition of the migrant.62 The published book incorporates paratextual elements that render it 
an art object in its own right rather than simply a narrative version of the performance. Almost 
every page is illustrated with elaborate designs and images of objects that appear in her poetry, 
most often embedded inside a larger pattern of “ambi” (known in the Anglophone world as 
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“paisley”) drawn in thick black ink resembling the patterns of wedding mehendi (or henna) on 
South Asian brides. Ambi patterns appear often on saris and are popular in the West as a form of 
what Reddy calls “Indo-chic commodities,”63 which sell ahistoricized South Asian culture to 
white Western consumers as a novelty. Reddy traces the way Patel’s defamiliarizes saris and 
ambi “to represent violence against both Asian and black African women under empire.”64  This 
chapter considers a small selection of poems from Migritude to trace how the poems themselves 
operate in the same vein through the use of found narratives and their reframing for 
epistemological resistance, shifting the focus from Patel’s saris to her literary poetics. It also 
highlights how Migritude expands the parameters that define migritude literature and subjectivity 
beyond the work of second-generation African migrants in France to the South-to-North migrant-
of-color more globally.  
 Patel writes lyric poetry in narrative free verse that incorporates other texts as found 
objects. These include letters from her mother, songs she learned in school, political speeches, 
and oral testimonials. Together with this collaging of other forms and voices, Patel’s feminist 
materialist analysis of colonial and neoimperial political economies make of Migritude a 
collective text. It is poetry, history, and theory that expresses a collective anger shared by South-
to-North migrants of color under capitalism as an identitarian call for change. My close-readings 
of Patel’s poetry interpret Migritude’s acts of re-signification as a form of radical historical 
revisionism that places Patel’s work as part of a broader genealogy of US woman-of-color 
feminisms together with genealogies of migritude theorized by Chevrier, Adesanmi, and Coly. I 
suggest that the subtle way in which Patel “throws” her authorial voice by citing other narratives 
constitutes a refraction of her voice to represent a universal migrant structure of feeling. The 
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collective “I” through which Patel speaks negates the stability of the subject assumed by the use 
of personal narrative and the “I” in lyric poetry and resists neoliberal capitalist notions of 
individualism and unitary subjectivity. It also constitutes a literary device through which to speak 
collectively without doing ethical violence to subjects whose experiences Patel may not share by 
speaking “with” them through anger.  
 I identify anger as a fundamental structure of feeling shared by migritude subjects and as 
a feminist diasporic affect that recurs in the poetics of migritude texts. Migritude, I insist, goes 
beyond suggesting “the horizontal assimilation engineered by migrants” that Prashad writes of 
and cries out against it. Patel’s poetry tears open and exposes “what is carried on each other’s 
backs” to hold colonialism and capitalism accountable for migrant suffering. Prashad writes of 
migrants who “smile at each other, knowing quite well what is carried on each other’s backs.”65 
A smile is a powerful gesture of acknowledgment and friendship, a seed of collective 
consciousness. Nonetheless, this shared smile is a silent, subterranean, or fugitive recognition. It 
is a silence shared by those who fear for their safety in what Patel often calls the boot print of 
empire.66 The imperative to silence is the very stipulation of assimilation that Patel is most 
interested in refusing. To speak from the migrant perspective in anger constitutes a refusal of the 
ontological state of being-object that silence maintains. The fact of Migritude as an English-
language text performed in California requires additional meditation on the implications of 
“tude” as a suffix designed to make meaning for US audiences watching or reading a piece about 
South Asian and African diasporic female experience. The Oxford English Dictionary defines 
“Attitude” as “Truculent or uncooperative behavior; a resentful or antagonist manner; informal 
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individuality and self-confidence as manifested by . . . appearance; style . . .”67 The “tude” of 
migritude connotes a defiant aesthetics and politics particular to radical feminist migrants. This is 
not the condition of an expatriate, an immigrant, or a settler population. Unlike Paul Gilroy, Patel 
does not stake a cultural claim based on belonging based on length of stay or place of birth. 
Without denying the validity of these claims, she asserts the right to speak from the space of 
movement as theorized by Thomas Nail. It points to an unusually mordant poetics designed to 
break these silences and upset the reader into a new consciousness. The “tude” of migritude is 
accusation and rebuke. In an interview, Patel says, “I’m saying: My job is not to make you feel 
good. My job is to crack open your complacency, show you what you’ve chosen no to see, make 
you squirm.”68  
 This is a politics resonant with Audre Lorde’s claims about the transformation of silence 
into language and action. Lorde writes, “. . . it is never without fear—of visibility, of the harsh 
light of scrutiny and perhaps judgment, of pain, of death. But we have lived through all of those 
already, in silence, except death. . . . had I maintained an oath of silence my whole life long for 
safety, I would still have suffered, and I would still die.”69 Patel’s description of migritude as a 
word that describes a generation of migrants unafraid to speak out reflects a similar 
understanding of the stakes of speaking. Speaking makes migrants visible and, therefore, more 
vulnerable to imperial violence but not speaking and assimilating only guarantees that their 
conditions shall remain unchanged. Migritude’s poetics also acknowledge the improbability of 
change but still stake a claim to recognition through strategic essentialist identity politics, to 
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make itself visible and to build community. I am compelled by its subtle nihilism and emphasis 
on sociality as a form of agency when socio-economic and material changes are unlikely. 
Visibility operates as a strategy through which to find one another, share of one another’s stories, 
and as per Lorde’s exhortations, “not hide behind the mockeries of separations that have been 
imposed upon us and which so often we accept as our own.”70 In a political moment in which 
woman-of-color feminisms and radical anti-racist theories of the mid-twentieth century are 
increasingly invoked to galvanize intersectional feminist movement in the Global North, it is 
important to recognize woman-of-color feminist ideologies as equally vital to migritude’s 
principles as its négritude genealogy. (Patel cites Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa’s This 
Bridge Called My Back and Arundhati Roy as important influences.)71 This chapter understands 
the relationship between migritude subjectivity, anger as diasporic feminist affect, and the 
collective voice through the work of Audre Lorde, Gloria Anzaldúa, and Sara Ahmed.  
 Lorde writes, “For those of us who write, it is necessary to scrutinize not only the truth of 
what we speak, but the truth of that language by which we speak it. For others, it is to share and 
spread also those words that are meaningful to us. But primarily for us all, it is necessary to teach 
by living and speaking those thoughts which we believe and know beyond 
understanding.”[emphasis added]72 To know beyond understanding (a concept I explore in 
Chapter Two) in Lorde’s work refers to epistemologies of feeling as equally legitimate as 
“thought” or “reason.” Ahmed’s studies on affect, as I will later show, disproves the binary 
opposition between thought and feeling and exposes the highly affective structure of thought. 
Ahmed’s work also shows how emotions, pain and anger in particular, can work as conduits for 
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feminist collectivity and intersectional solidarity.  
 In an interview Patel makes this claim explicitly as she describes her coining of the word 
migritude:  
I coined the word Migritude as a play on Negritude and Migrant Attitude. It asserts the 
dignity of outsider status. Migritude celebrates and revalorizes immigrant/diasporic 
culture. It captures the unique political and cultural space occupied by migrants who 
refuse to choose between identities of origin and identities of assimilation, who channel 
differences as a source of power rather than conceal or erase it. . . . It uses my trousseau 
of saris, passed down by my mother, to reveal how imperialism and colonialism, in India 
and Kenya, were - and continue to be - enacted on the bodies of women.73  
 
Here, the difference between the Indian woman and the Kenyan woman in Kenya, the 
similarities between their oppressions under British empire, and the differences between brown 
women and black women in England and the US are all invoked as sources of power. Differences 
from dominant culture and differences between minority cultures are read as generative rather 
than divisive with anger against white supremacist patriarchy and imperialism as the tie that 
binds disparate experiences. Anger empowers and leads to action; it compels and acknowledges 
agency, however limited. With poetry as her medium, Patel sutures the divide between affect and 
thought and identifies kin through action and feeling: “I take June Jordan’s position: ‘I will call 
you my brother, I will call you my sister, on the basis of what you do for justice, what you do for 
equality, what you do for freedom, and not on the basis of who you are.’ And Edward Said’s, 
who wrote that he experiences himself as a confluence of tides, or currents, a sea of moving 
selves, rather than a fixed “identity.”74 Migritude is further expanded not only beyond the black 
francophone context but also toward any migrant texts whose aesthetics do not operate to protect 
readers from their own complicity in colonial and neocolonial processes and express identity in 
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forms that explicitly resist ethnic or national models.  
  Moreover, Patel’s Migritude constitutes a departure from the novel form, with which 
Chevrier, Adesanmi, Coly and other migritude theorists are primarily concerned. As per Benedict 
Anderson, the novel is associated with creating and reinforcing national identity. (In Chapter 
Four: Migritude Bodies: Affects of Belonging in Igiaba Scego and Cristina Ali Farah’s Italia 
Meticcia, I show how Christina Ali Farah’s novel expresses a migrant cultural identity particular 
to migrants of Somali origin.) By contrast, Patel writes in narrative free verse poetry that does 
not follow any chronological progression, giving her work a distinctly non-developmental 
structure. This structure renders Patel’s work resistant to categorization, and her poetry similarly 
refuses clear solutions or closure. Therefore, in Patel’s work, the “third space” articulated by 
Chevrier and others is not only a space in which migritude subjects negate the concerns of 
postcolonial predecessors and calls for assimilation into the metropole. It is also a space that 
negates the call to narrative stability, suggesting that unitary subjectivity is antithetical to migrant 
ontology. Every “I” is necessarily a “we;” and work directed at a Global North “you” is always 
written from the perspective of a strategically constructed “us.” Patel draws attention to the 
original context of the narratives she collages into her poetry, then turns the meaning of the 
material on its head to expose the violent workings of cultural hegemony.  
  I find the terms “gleaning” and “détournement,” used by Laura Mulvey, to describe these 
feminist practices of historiography particularly useful for thinking about Patel’s work.75 Mulvey 
comes to the term “gleaning” through the agricultural practice of gleaning, the gathering of 
leftover grain or other produce after the harvest—work traditionally done by women in desperate 
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times. Similarly, feminist historiography can often include information “left behind,” deemed 
irrelevant, inconvenient, or otherwise in excess of authorized histories and their agendas. 
“Détournement” refers to the activist practice of subverting the intended meaning of cultural 
objects by placing them in contexts that turn them against themselves as a form of culture-
jamming or guerrilla anti-capitalism. Patel “gleans” the saris and their ambi patterns from her 
trousseau, a feminized object “leftover” due to Patel’s refusal of heteronormative Hindu 
domesticity. She practices a form of détournement by using poetry to perform a feminist 
materialist analysis that reveals saris and ambi patterns as symbols of exotic orientalist female 
beauty, and artifacts thick with stories of colonial domination. Similarly, speeches, news stories, 
and testimonies are reframed as poetry in which dominant narratives are juxtaposed with 
material that exposes their violent premises.  
 She begins with the ambi. The ambi motif appears frequently on the women’s skin and 
clothing. Illustrations of ambi patterns the pages of the the book visually reinforce Patel’s 
interest in revealing the broader, untold history of “how empire is enacted on the bodies of 
women.”76 Patel placed saris and the ambi motif in mehendi on the promotional material for her 
show as a bait-and-switch strategy. Reddy writes about the catchphrases that drew audiences, 
including herself, to the show: “come for the saris and stay for the politics” and “come for the 
mehendi and stay for the migritude.”77 Saris and mehendi promise “orientalist spectacle” and 
exilic narratives78 that Reddy identifies as forms of Indo-chic commodity. While the show 
seduces audiences with saris, the book shifts Migritude’s central draw and object lesson from the 
sari to the ambi. It is beautifully emblazoned in white like a logo above the title on the cover, set 
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off by the image of dark-skinned arms crossing over saris in a black-and-white close-up 
photograph. The collection opens with a prelude that tells the story of how the paisley motif 
receives its Anglophone name through transhistorical colonial theft in the poem “How Ambi 
Became Paisley”:  
It began as a teardrop in Babylon. Where the sunlight 
came from Astarte, shameless goddess of the fecund 
feminine. The boteh. Stylized rendition of the date-palm 
shoot, tree of life, fertility symbol.”79  
 
The poem follows “the boteh” or “ambi” through its migrations through the 18th and 19th 
centuries. It tells us that what we now know as muslin was once mosuleen, named after Mosul, 
the city in Iraq that produced the fabric and exported it to Egypt and Rome where it was used to 
wrap mummies and make women’s clothing. The invocation of Astarte, a goddess worshipped 
through classical antiquity representative of fertility, sexuality, and war is significant, as is the 
date-palm. The teardrop shape is born of a particular Middle Eastern cosmology and connected 
to the flora of that land. Creativity is linked to land to highlight the Middle Eastern origins of this 
art and its South Asian adoption. She follows ambi’s migration to Kashmir, where a legend “calls 
it the footprint of the goddess Parvati.”80 The Hindu goddess Parvati, too, is associated with 
fertility, beauty, and power. One of her many names is Ambi, which “the boteh” takes on after the 
motif is popularized in South Asia. Patel connects ambi to the land and spirit of South Asia in the 
following stanza:  
Ambi. Form of a mango. Fruit that ripens  
and rots in the dreams of all South-to-North 
immigrants. A shape like a peacock feather. 
Like half a heart, sliced on a smooth s-shaped curve.81  
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Mangos, peacocks, and paisleys are all common figures in narratives of South-to-North 
immigrants, and the sliced heart that ambi resembles is evocative of the violent cultural and 
affective severing that comes with migration. The invocation of these geographically and 
culturally specific motifs creates the expectation of a continued indulgence in “orientalist 
spectacle.” Patel frustrates this expectation in the next verse:  
 
Enter the Barbarian. Imperialism.   
. . . In 1813, Dhaka mosuleen  
sold at 75% profit on the London market, yet was still  
cheaper than local British fabric. The British weighed it  
down with an 80% duty. But that wasn’t enough. They  
needed to force India to buy British cloth. So down the  
alleyways of Dhaka stamped the legionaries - British,  
this time, not Roman. Hunted down the terrified  
weavers, chopped off their index fingers and thumbs.  
 
How many ways can you clone an empire? Dice a people,  
digit by digit?  
 
. . . There was a village in Scotland. Paisley. A tiny town of  
weavers who . . . learned how to churn out imitation 
ambi, on imitation Kashmiri shawls, and got to keep 
their index fingers and thumbs.  
 
Until Kashmiri became cashmere. Mosuleen became  
muslin. Ambi became paisley.82 
 
 
Patel’s training as an economist and an accountant reveals itself, and she explodes the orientalist 
spectacle with her analysis. Stereotypical tropes of diaspora poetry—mangos, peacocks, lost 
gods—are revealed as victims of Western violence, as spoils, together with bodies literally 
severed for imperial gain. Patel’s decolonizing poetics operates through damning analyses of 
political economy with exact calculations. Whereas numbers and statistics are usually used to 
make objects of migrants, Patel appropriates the language of macroeconomics to provide scope 
                                                                




for violences to which she gives flesh and color with her imagery and structure. The link between 
colonial sales taxes, the sari, severed fingers, and the paisley-print tie becomes indelible, as does 
the commodification of Middle Eastern and South Asian arts and cosmologies in the Global 
North.   
 
Performing the Collective Voice 
 
  Patel is Kenyan of Gujurati Indian heritage and, therefore, of the South Asian diaspora of 
Kenya, the UK, and the US, each with their own attending racial calculus and colonial history. 
Patel’s poems accordingly move non-chronologically across space and culture, exploring Patel’s 
family’s experiences in Kenya, her personal journeys from Kenya to England to the US, and her 
negotiations of Kenyan and Indian histories of colonization and their manifestations in the 
present. She meditates on Indian cultural heritage as a minority identity demonized by 
indigenous African nationalism, inviting urgent meditations on the juxtaposition and tensions 
between anti-black and anti-brown racisms in the Global North. Much of the acclaim Migritude 
receives is due to the interplay between the personal and the political, or the autobiographical 
and the larger, which interlace stories of colonial domination across the Global South. These 
meditations are aimed to describe the multi-pronged nature of colonial violence and express 
solidarities organized against it. However, most media coverage of her work focuses on the 
biographical elements of her work rather than these collective valences.   
 Autobiographical and lyric modes have historically served as powerful literary strategies 
for feminist and postcolonial critique. The use of the “I” purchases entry into the social and 
discursive economies that otherwise refuse the subjectivity of the subaltern. Through this very 




dominated bodies. Patel writes as a migrant, as a woman of color, and as a queer artist in order 
to stake a claim in a world that demands her invisibility and silence. However, this strategy 
comes with its pitfalls. Writing in autobiographical or lyric modes to make strategic essentialist 
claims runs the risk of being reduced to gendered, racial, or ethnic particularism and then 
dismissed. Pigeon-holing literatures into ethnic or gendered silos allows for their exoticization 
and attenuates their political content and impact. (I explore this in Chapter Four.) Gloria 
Anzaldúa’s seminal work on borderland consciousness and Chicana woman-of-color feminisms 
acknowledges these pitfalls, but it also advocates that border artists double down on acts of self-
naming to resist white supremacist heteropatriarchal over-determinations. Anzaldúa writes, 
 
Labeling impacts expectations. Is “border” artist just another label that strips legitimacy 
from the artist, signaling that s/he is inferior to the adjectiveless artist, a label designating 
that s/he is only capable of handling ethnic, folk, and regional subjects and art forms? Yet 
the dominant culture consumes, swallows whole the ethnic artist, sucks out her/his 
vitality, and then spits out the hollow husk along with its labels . . . The dominant culture 
shapes the ethnic artist’s identity if s/he does not scream loud enough and fight long 
enough to name her/his self.83 
 
 
 Reddy points out that Patel’s performance of Migritude in progressive spaces in 
California and her own political identification as a woman-of-color in the US place her within 
this tradition and cultural imaginary, though she does not identify as American.84 Patel is clearly 
in dialogue with Anzaldúa’s ideas and sensitive to the US-Mexican context or “front” of this 
struggle. Prashad situates Patel as a migrant in California’s context: “California is a peculiarly 
schizophrenic place to be a migrant. On March 31, 2001, the state began to celebrate Cesar E. 
Chavez Day, to honor the farm worker leader and to celebrate the contribution of migrants to the 
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state. In 2006, The US Congress passed the Secure Fence Act, whose intent is to take the many 
physical barriers along the US-Mexico border and meld them into the Great Wall of America.”85 
The dynamic of consumption and erasure is a sustained concern in Patel’s work. “When Ambi 
Became Paisley” ends its analysis of the theft of ambi with the following lines: “And a hundred 
and fifty years later, chai became/ a beverage invented in California. How many ways do you 
splice a history? Price a/ country? Dice a people? Slice a heart? Entice what’s been erased back 
into story? My-gritude.”86 California’s enthusiasm for the foods and cultures of migrants it daily 
attempts to expel is invoked in these lines, together with the centrality of the Spanish language to 
California’s cultural landscape. Splitting the word migritude into “my” and “gritude” recalls the 
Spanish verb “gritar,” to scream, yell, or cry out. This opening poem frames Migritude as a 
theory and practice of “scream[ing] loud enough and fight[ing] long enough to name [herself].” 
The repetition of accusatory questions is her grito, her crying out. I propose that Patel’s cry 
against erasure and her creative détournement manifests as a multi-modal genre identifiable as an 
autohistoria-teoría, a term Gloria Anzaldúa uses to describe artwork that “depicts both the soul of 
the artist and the soul of the pueblo. It deals with who tells the stories and what stories and 
histories are told. . . . This form goes beyond the traditional self-portrait or auto-biography; in 
telling the writer/ artist’s personal story, it also includes the artist’s cultural history.”87 Patel’s 
concept of migritude as a descriptor for the migrant condition resonates deeply with Anzaldúa’s 
articulation of borderland subjectivity. Anzaldúa defines borderlands and borderland 
consciousness in the following way while writing about the US-Mexican border and the new 
oppressed subjects born of that arbitrary bifurcation:  
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The US-Mexico border es una herida abierta where the Third World grates against the 
first and bleeds. And before a scab forms it hemorrhages again, the lifeblood of two 
worlds merging to form a third country—a border culture. . . . A borderland is a vague 
and undetermined place created by the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary. It is 
in a constant state of transition. The prohibited and forbidden are its inhabitants. Los 
atravesados live here: the squint-eyed, the perverse, the queer, the troublesome, the 
mongrel, the mulato, the half-breed, the half dead; in short, the ones who cross over, pass 
over, or go through the confines of the “normal.”88 
 
Anzaldúa’s borderland is not simply a geographical place but an ontological third space she 
describes using the Náhuatl word “neplantla,” defined as “an in-between state, that uncertain 
terrain one crosses when moving from one place to another, when changing from one class, race, 
or sexual position to another, when traveling from the present identity into a new identity.”89 The 
borderland subjects here described do not frame neplantla, a state or consciousness 
commensurate with migritude consciousness and subjectivity, as free from definition and, 
therefore, liberated as so many post-structuralist critiques might have it. Rather, they are subjects 
whose bodies are regulated and oppressed, overdetermined, made prohibited, clandestine, or 
“illegal.” I dwell on this to make clear that migritude stories are, like borderland stories, “una 
herida abierta,” an open wound, in other words characterized by viscerally embodied colonial 
violence rather than metaphors for liberatory thinking. They are bodies and lives produced by 
regulatory regimes that also claim that the experiences described in these works as exceptional 
rather than representative. I insist that while Patel’s biography and personality is compelling, the 
text does not require her individual particularity for the work of art or calls to action to be 
effective. Migritude should be read as what Sue J. Kim calls an “equivocal text,” “in which the 
author and the narrator are neither wholly distinct nor wholly identified; rather, the dynamics of 
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this equivocation contribute to the project of the text.”90 Patel’s text ventriloquizes the 
experiences of black and brown women across time and space through the détournement of 
multiple texts, infusing them into an authorial voice that speaks for the collective condition of 
migritude by describing its affective landscape. The poems “History Lesson” and “The Sky Has 
Not Changed Color” are the richest examples of the gleaning of objects left behind and their 
détournement into collective expressions of pain, anger, and rebuke. 
 “History Lesson” narrates Patel’s experience of the Kenyan education system and its 
agendas. The poem is organized by seemingly disconnected narrative lists of what she and her 
peers learned in school and what they did not.  
This is the history I learned in school. . .  
 
The first man and the first woman was Gikuyu  
and Mumbi. They gave birth to nine clans of the  
Kikuyu. The Mugwe was the leader who parted the  
waters, long before Moses, and led his people to  
freedom. Koitalel arap Samoei predicted the coming  
of the white man and the railway (a long snake,  
spitting fire). . . . Waiyaki wa Hinga, paramount  
chief, went unarmed to a supposedly friendly  
meeting with British Officer Purkiss. He was killed!91 
 
The Nairobi primary school taught Kikuyu and Meru origin stories that combine the cosmologies 
and oral histories of the largest ethnic groups in Kenya. Kikuyu and Meru people believe in 
different versions of Mugwe as an intermediary of God who led people out of slavery under “the 
Red People,” presumably East African Arabs. Witch-doctor community leaders were said to 
predict major events, including the coming of the white colonizer.92 The narrative structure of 
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this history learned at school confers a mythic quality unto a story that covers centuries and is 
told from the perspective of a coherent social formation, a distinct people—Kenyan descendants 
of the Kikuyu. Patel writes, “We scribbled Purkiss Pig-Face into the margins of our textbook. 
We burned with the righteous outrage of nine-year-olds.”93 The narrative form of the origin story 
romanticizes shared origins through shared cosmic birth of the first man and first woman of 
Kikuyu tribes, a biblical escape from enslavement, and invasion by white conquerers. Though 
this narrative does not include Patel and her family, the “we” who burned with righteous outrage 
indicates the ways national and ethnic belonging are indoctrinated through narratives whose 
forms are structured to compel self-integration into their epic scope. The biblical rhythms 
inspiring identitarian fervor continue in the next verse in which Patel describes the songs they 
sang to learn about the Maji Maji uprising in Tanzania to the tune of Boney M’s “Rivers of 
Babylon.94 The Maji Maji uprising was an armed rebellion against German colonial rule in 
German East Africa between 1905-1907 in which indigenous peoples of the region rebelled 
against being forced to produce cotton for export. “They believed that a magic brew of maize, 
millet, and water would offer bullet-proof protection. They were slaughtered.”95 Boney M was a 
West German disco band with members from Jamaica and Aruba. In the original track by the 
Rastafarian band The Melodians, the lyrics of “Rivers of Babylon” are adapted from texts of 
Psalms 19 and 137 in the Hebrew Bible. The simple and repetitive rhyme scheme and epic scope 
of lamentation of the psalms lend their impact to the song Patel was taught:  
By the rivers of Rufiji  
To Mahenge Plateau 
Hey hey we’ll win 
When we drive out the Germans! 
                                                                






Maji Maji!96  
 
They learned about Shaka the Zulu king to the tune of “My Favorite Things” from The Sound of 
Music. Both tunes are catchy, repetitive, and designed to sew a sense of patriotism into student 
hearts. The irony of both of these tunes coming from the colonial nations they critique seems to 
motivate the similar culture-jamming strategies that follow in Patel’s poem, where she writes of 
what they did not learn in school: 
From 1952 to 1960, the people of Kenya mounted a  
fierce guerrilla struggle, the Mau Mau uprising, to  
reclaim their land and freedom from the British. The British  
incarcerated, tortured, and murdered  
approximately 25,000 Kenyans. Men, women,  
and children. More than a million Kenyas were  
detained for over eight years in concentration  
camps—barbed wire villages where forced labor,  
starvation, and death were routine.97 
 
The next verse quotes President Jomo Kenyatta’s speech made ten months after Kenya’s 
independence juxtaposed with oral testimonies of women, who survived the camps, as histories 
they did not read. Patel’s excerpt of Kenyatta’s speech reads: 
Let this be the day on which all of us commit ourselves  
to erase from our minds all the hatreds and the  
difficulties of those years which now belong to history.  
Let us agree that we shall never refer to the past. Let us  
instead unite, in all our utterances and activities, in  
concern for the reconstruction of our country and the  
vitality of Kenya’s future.98 
 
The message of reconciliation and peace in this statement is rendered grossly vicious through its 
juxtaposition with oral testimonies who survived the camps, also quoted entirely in italics and 
with the same indentation on each side to mirror Kenyatta’s speech on the page.  
The white officers had no shame. They would rape  
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women in full view of everyone. Swing women by the  
hair. Put women in sacks, douse in paraffin, set alight.  
 
. . . They put cayenne pepper and water in our vaginas.  
Petrol and water in our vaginas. Forced in with a bottle  
pushed by a boot.99  
 
This is the past to which Kenyatta urges the new Kenyan polis never to refer and erase from its 
mind. Indeed, these experiences are not acknowledged in official narratives or taught in 
classrooms. Patel closes the poem with a deeply damning critique of the economies of archive, 
capital, and meaning:  
We learned that we attained independence  
peacefully.  
 
Without bloodshed.  
 
We were the model the rest of Africa was supposed to  
look to! A happy multiracial nation where Whites,  
Asians, and Africans all lived in harmony.  
 
In Kenya’s war of independence, fewer than 100 whites  
and over 25,000 Africans died. Half of the Africans who  
died were children under ten.  
 
Sixty thousand white settlers lived in Kenya at  
independence in 1963. The new Kenyan government was  
required to take loans of 12.5 million pounds from its  
ex-colonial master, the British government. To buy back  
stolen land from settlers who wished to leave.100 
 
Patel gleans the songs of her childhood and re-signifies them to expose the complicity of 
education in reinforcing dominant strutters of power and its role in nationalist subject formation. 
Her rehearsal of these stories of origin and traditional historical narrative (Kenyatta’s speech) 
exposes both the former’s erasures and the affective allegiances inspired in schoolchildren by 
their poetics. The idealistic hope intended by Kenyatta’s rhetoric is completely undone.  
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 The frame of “History Lesson” is autobiographical, but the poem throws her authorial 
voice and integrates other genres—origin story, song, political speech, and testimonials—
destabilizing her voice as unitary and autobiographical. By quoting survivors of rape and torture, 
who remain nameless, Patel does not speak for them but frames their experiences as a violence 
relevant to her and every other subject of colonial violence, marking solidarity without undoing 
socio-economic differences between black and brown subjects in Kenya. Additionally, by 
excluding the names of the survivors, Patel prevents the reader from reducing the incidents to 
exceptions or possible exaggerations. Their abundance in number reveals the horrors described 
within them as necessarily systemic. When Patel’s lyric voice returns in these poems, she 
expresses anger through revenge fantasies. Unabashed anger is seldom present in postcolonial 
literature, lest it be unpalatable to mainstream audiences or make them too uncomfortable. By 
contrast, Patel is open about her anger and engages with it as a form of political work. We see 
this in “The Sky Has Not Changed Color,” in which Patel extends the critique in “History 
Lesson.” She describes the objectification of African people in representations of them in the 
West:  
They are noble savages, staring out from coffee table  
books. Africa Adorned. The Last Nomads. Backdrops and  
extras for Vogue fashion shoots. Stock ingredients for  
tourist brochures. The Maasai are a global brand. The  
sun sets behind them, glints through the huge holes in  
their earlobes. They are the myth of tribal splendor.  
Everything about them is foreign, exotic: shaved heads,  
giant beaded necklaces, bare breasts. . . 
Their “timeless culture” is the  
stuff of children’s books, of Western fantasies. They are  
everyone’s dream of a people untouched by modernity.  
 
She juxtaposes this indictment with the testimonials of women and children raped by British 




post-independence. “The allegations cover 35 years, from 1965 (just two years after Kenya won 
independence from Britain) to 2001.”101 She features three testimonials in this poem, this time 
named “Survivor 1,” “Survivor 58,” and “Survivor 613” to once again drive home that each of 
these cases is representative rather than exceptional and can be quantified. She writes, “To date, 
over 650 rape allegations have been made. More than half the cases involve gang rape. Some of 
those assaulted were children at the time.”102 Two out of the three testimonials she cites are by 
women. One became pregnant by her rapist and birthed a child everyone called mzungu, white 
one. “She still wonders if they attacked her because she greeted them in English. The language 
that was supposed to be her key to the world.”103 Another was heavily pregnant when she was 
gang raped and gave birth to a stillborn child the next day.104 The third testimonial is of a young 
boy who was gang raped while he was tending his father’s cattle, seduced by the offer of 
biscuits.105  
 The effect of juxtaposing the testimonials of these survivors with the indictment of racist 
representation in Western coffee table of the Maasai is to expand how the testimonials operate, 
adding analysis and rebuke to narratives that bear witness. This placement makes the claim that 
women and children on the streets of Kenya were raped in part due to their objectification into 
mythic stock ingredients, objects for the aesthetic pleasure of the prurient Western white gaze 
and its fetish for “bare breasts” and “giant beaded necklaces.” Part of “Making (Migrant Song)” 
features an image of tribal rituals taking place under the watch of gods perched high above a 
large circle of observers. The text that accompanies it reads, “We all love to see bodies from 
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Africa that move. We all love to move our bodies to the rhythms from Africa. But we are 
terrified of African bodies that speak.”106 The women she cites, this juxtaposition insist, are 
multiply subaltern in their postcolonial, black, female, or child bodies still held in the grip of 
colonial power after decolonization. The bodies in the pages of Vogue and exotic coffee table 
books fuel the objectification of Maasai women reduced to bodies subjected to sexual torture. 
They are always black bodies rather than people. The juxtaposition of authorized narratives and 
their resistant, minor corollaries is a device Patel uses throughout her poetry. Indeed, “The Sky 
Has Not Changed Color” mirrors “History Lesson” by making an argument about the histories 
taught and not taught, this time to a dominant Western audience. The history that the West is 
taught is represented by the “dream of a people untouched by modernity,” whereas the history 
that the West does not learn is represented by the testimonials of colonial rape. She writes, 
“Local chiefs made repeated protests to the British Army authorities. The British Army did 
nothing. For over two decades. Turned a blind eye without their soldiers roamed the land, 
assaulting women and children at will. Turned a blind eye while entire communities lived in fear. 
International tribunals have confirmed that rape is a form of torture.”107 The next poem, “Maasai 
Women Rioting [Mother’s Voice],” a letter from her mother, shows how visible this experience is 
in day-to-day life in Nairobi. Lines from the letter read: “I was going to meet a friend for lunch 
today. But the road to her house was blocked by Maasai women rioting outside the British High 
Commission. They say they were molested by British soldiers. The security situation has 
deteriorated so badly these days, you don’t feel safe going out of your house.”108 The gleaning 
and détournement of stock images, rape testimonials, and her mother’s letters serve to paint a 
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portrait that undoes the promised image of happy multiracial conviviality that Patel was taught 
that Kenya not only achieved but achieved without bloodshed. The manipulation, deceit, erasure, 
and violence involved in the forging of the dominant narratives that Patel undoes also induces 
tremendous anger in Patel. Patel’s uses of anger in Migritude show how expressions of anger can 
act as expressions of collective solidarity.  
 
The Uses of Anger 
 
 That the violence and bloodshed is enacted on the bodies of women and can be erased 
from historical narrative is in fact the point. Both the British Army and Jomo Kenyatta are 
invested in the erasure of sexual violence. Both the colonizer and the new postcolonial 
nationalist leader must forge their visions of political possibility through the suppression of 
women. Therefore, for Patel, it is not enough to simply place these testimonials in her poetry so 
that they can reach a broader audience. She must re-deploy them through re-contextualization. 
The claims she makes about the power of violent representation has important implications for 
her own art. If life imitates art, then Patel’s representation of migrant agency and solidarities 
operate to instigate epistemological change that can insist on the subjectivity of those erased or 
made objects in dominant narratives. The work of détournement here is the connection she 
makes with the long history of violent representation that renders black women’s bodies object 
for white consumption, and the scathing qualifications that follow that do not allow any reader to 
stop at feeling horror or pity. Woman-of-color feminisms, most clearly in the work of Audre 
Lorde, have shown that women of color are expected to be docile and express themselves 
without emotion, particularly anger, in order to be heard. This removes anger from what can be 




violence and the silencing of anger are intimately intertwined in the suppression of women of 
color and minor narratives of postcolonial experience. Sara Ahmed writes, “. . . the cultural 
politics of emotion is deeply bound up with gendered histories of imperialism and capitalism, in 
which violence against the bodies of subaltern women is both granted and taken for granted in 
the making of worlds.”109 The narratives of violence that Patel cites could be read as expressions 
of grief, artifacts through which to raise awareness or, even, pleas for assistance. However 
shocking, they are more easily consumable when white supremacist patriarchy and colonialism 
remain unnamed, abstract, outside of the frame. Part of the détournement of these testimonials in 
the poem is the naming of authorities that are aware of these attacks and refuse to punish them, 
suggesting that sexual violence against Maasai women is in their interest. By failing to recognize 
these complaints as legitimate, British authorities create the political reality in which these 
attacks are hearsay, exceptional, too infrequent to prove, and their offices do so with the Kenyan 
state’s complicity. (It is important to note that she cites Maasai chiefs as making complaints 
rather than any state body.) Patel highlights the stunning ignorance produced by this erasure: 
“Human rights activists have encouraged Kenyan prostitutes/ to submit fake rape claims against 
British soldiers.”110 Even those committed to standing up for the human rights of Kenyan 
women are so unable to see the depth and scale of the problem that they feel the need for the 
artificial manufacture of sexual violence where it already exists in abundance. Patel’s anger 
about the sexual violence against Maasai women is also an anger directed toward all of the 
colonial violences enacted on the bodies of women. Anger is a conduit through which to 
articulate a collective anger against white supremacist patriarchy in the name of a collective 
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experience of pain and violence across wide swathes of difference. She forces anger into what 
must be heard, subverting expectations and putting up epistemological resistance against the 
framing of survivors as victims without agency.  
 No one addresses the importance of anger more clearly than Audre Lorde. She writes,  
Every woman has a well-stocked arsenal of anger potentially useful against those 
oppressions, personal and institutional, which brought that anger into being. Focused with 
precision it can be come a powerful source of energy serving progress and change. . . . I 
am speaking of a basic and radical alteration in those assumptions underlining our lives.  
. . . anger expressed and translated into action in the service of our vision and our future 
is a liberating and strengthening act of clarification, for it is in the painful process of this 
translation that we identify who are our allies with whom we have grave differences, and 
who are our genuine enemies. Anger is loaded with information and energy.111 
 
Rather than fearing anger, Audre Lorde urges women to see anger as a source of knowledge and 
power. Patel’s anger may not bring justice upon the men who raped the survivors whose words 
she cites, but “focused with precision,” her anger brought her poems into being and made these 
crimes known in an expression of solidarity and love. Crucially, Lorde points out the sources of 
anger: oppressions personal and institutional. This is crucial for the simple fact that dominant 
Western Enlightenment ideologies demarcate emotion and thought as oppositional categories, 
where the latter is valued as superior. Ahmed points out that the hierarchy of thought over 
emotion relegates emotions to bodies associated with femininity and racial others that are 
deemed non-rational or non-reasoning by extension. She writes, “this works to conceal the 
emotional and embodied aspects of thought and reason.”112 Ahmed proposes instead that 
“emotions are not simply something ‘I’ or ‘we’ have. Rather, it is through emotions, or how we 
respond to objects and others, that surfaces or bounders are made: the ‘I’ and the ‘we’ are shaped 
by, and even take the shape of, contact with others. . . . emotions are psychological and social, 
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individual and collective.”113 Relegating emotions to the feminized and Othered bodies and to 
the realm of the “personal” also obfuscates that anger is a social emotion produced from wrong-
doing in social contact. It cannot be “personal,” because it is never individual. Anger is not only 
social but creative. Ahmed writes that anger creates a language with which to respond to “what 
one is against”114 in order to name it and, therefore, have political agency over it. Anger can 
become “grounds for a critique of the world” and give the angered party agency to make her 
critique visible and identify their allies—often through the expression of anger as speech act 
“which is addressed to somebody.”115 Ahmed’s stunning analysis of the relationship between 
anger, pain, testimony, and feminist politics is worth citing at length:  
Women’s testimonies about pain - for example, testimonies of their experiences of 
violence - are crucial not only to the formation of feminist objects (a way of reading pain 
as a structural rather than incidental violence), but to feminist collectives, which have 
mobilized around the injustice of that violence and the political and ethical demand for 
reparation and redress. . . . feminism, as a politics of redress, is also ‘about’ the pain of 
others. Feminism’s collective project might become then a way of responding to the pain 
of others, as a pain that cannot be accessed directly, but is only ever approached. 
Crucially, responding to pain depends on speaking about pain, and such speech acts are 
the condition for the formation of a ‘we,’ made up of different stories of pain that cannot 
be reduced to a ground, identity or sameness. Stories of pain can be ‘shared’ only when 
we assume they are not the same story, even if they are connected, and allow us to make 
connections. . . . If pain does move subjects into feminism, then it does so precisely by 
reading the relation between affect and structure, or between emotion and politics in a 
way that undoes the separation of the individual from others. . . . Furthermore, it is not 
just that pain compels us to move into feminism - or compels feminism as a movement of 
social and political transformation. The response to pain, as a call for action, also requires 
anger; an interpretation that this pain is wrong, that it is an outrage, and that something 
must be done about it.116 
 
 Indeed, several poems in Patel’s collection feature violent revenge fantasies. The final 
verse of “The Sky Has Not Changed Color” articulates a curse upon the bodies and lives of 
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rapists. It articulates tremendous pain and anger—anger that comes from helplessness to do 
something about the outrage of these rapes and the knowledge that nothing will be done. In this 
poem, “redness” refers to the testimonial with which the poem opens: “Blood is red. The land is 
red. The sky was red the day they found me - and did what they did. The skin of the child I bore 
was red.”117 
May the redness overtake them. May red ants 
feast in their groins. Scorpions nestle in their  
beds. Blood vessels explode in their brains, 
organs rupture in their bellies. Wherever they go, may 
the land rise up in redness against them. Poison their 
Waking and sleeping. Their walking and breathing. Their 
Eating and drinking and shitting. May they never escape  
the redness on their hands. On their dicks. The bitter 
Nausea of it on their tongues. The haze of it before their 
Eyes, the drum of it in their ears.118 
 
In the testimonial, the color red connotes blood, violence, death, the end of life as she knows it 
and the end of the life of her child. Redness is the color of pain. Patel takes redness and delivers 
it back to the perpetrators in her curses. Just as “the redness” will never leave the lives of those 
affected, “the sky has not changed color”—justice has not and will not come. The anger in this 
poem and the acknowledgment of this anger’s futility in its title make the poem particularly 
striking. These are empty threats. There will be no recovery or justice. The poet knows this, and 
the reader knows this; that shared knowledge moves through the poem as she expresses her anger 
to communicate pain. Patel communicates not only a “compass of suffering,” shared pain but 
shared anger about pain, which she sees as constitutive to migritude aesthetics and politics.   
 By speaking “with” the survivors of these rapes, she articulates a “we” across differences 
between herself and these women. “The Making,” a poem Patel includes in the collection that 
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did not feature in the performance, addressed the way capitalist individualism dissmisses the 
legitimacy of feelings about issues that do not have immediate personal connections, culturally 
authorizing indifference to injustices that take place far from home, “over there.” It describes her 
motivation for making Migritude, charting the relationship between pain, anger, and creativity. 
The poem dedicates the making of Migritude and splits its dedications between whom she makes 
it for and what she makes it of. She makes it “of all the hands that have ever/ touched you” but 
for her parents and their sacrifices and also: 
for the hands / hacked off the Arawaks by 
Columbus and his men / lopped off Ohlone children by  
the Spanish priests / baskets of severed hands presented  
at day’s end / to Belgian plantation masters in the Congo 
thumbs / chopped off Indian weavers by the British / 
make it because you / still have hands 
 
Make it for everyone/ who’s ever said/ You think too  
hard you talk/ too much you question/ more than you need to 
You’re too/ intense too serious you’re too/ angry/ lighten UP 
For crissake it’s not like YOU/ have family in Eye-rak!119 
 
The dedication is a response to those who fail to understand the collective thrust of Patel’s anger 
and critique her tone and affect as excessive, policing what can and cannot be heard. It is also a 
declaration of solidarity and recognition across space and time. She identifies the severing of 
hands as an alarming common practice and a metaphor for the many other forms of severing that 
colonialism enacts as an outrage about which something must be done. This is reinforced by 
slashes that give the poem a halting rhythm appropriate for lamentation and accusation. The 
rhythm later connotes commitment as Patel lists the reasons that she must, as an artist, create in 
the face of injustice:   
Make it from rage / every smug idiotic face you’ve  
ever wanted to smash / into the carnage of war every  
encounter / that’s left your throat chocked / with what 
                                                                




you dared not say excavate / the words that hid in your  
churning stomach through visa controls / words you 
swallowed down / until over the border they are / still  
there they knew / you would return for them 
 
Make it knowing that art / is not political change / make  
it a prayer / for real political change / a homage to your 
heroes a libation / to your gods 
 
Make it for the archaic meaning / of the word maker 
poet / for the Greek root / of the word poet / to create120   
 
The risks of speaking out and the understanding that speaking out, too, has its limits emerge in 
these stanzas as fundamental concerns of migritude. Movement across borders and through visa 
controls connects itself to historical colonial violences and the biopolitical regulation of bodies 
and labor in the service of imperialism and racial capitalism. Acts of creation imply hope—for 
futurity, for justice, for something better or something more, even when none of these 
possibilities are likely. The pride in the “tude” of migritude reveals itself most in these moments 
of nihilistic self-definition and demand. Migritude names itself and its enemies without fear 
knowing well that these moves of self-claiming may be the closest available form of recovery or 
reparations.  
 Indeed, migritude rejects the forms in which the belonging migrants desire may be 
offered: assimilation, docility, gratitude—in short, happiness. Sara Ahmed, in The Promise of 
Happiness, identifies this tension as a particularly queer impasse:  
The recognition of queers can be narrated as the hope or promise of becoming acceptable, 
where in being acceptable you become acceptable to a world that has already decided 
what is acceptable. Recognition becomes a gift given from the straight world to queers, 
which conceals queer labor and struggle (see Schulman 1998; 102), the life worlds 
generated by queer activism. It is as if such recognition is a form of straight hospitality, 
which in turn positions happy queers as guests in other people’s homes, reliant on their 
continuing good will. In such a world you are asked to be grateful for the bits and pieces 
that you are given. To be a guest is to experience a moral obligation to be on your best 
                                                                




behavior, such that to refuse to fulfill this obligation would threaten your right to 
coexistence. . . . A revolution of unhappiness might . . . require not legitimating more 
relationships, more houses, even more tables but delegitimating the world that “houses” 
some bodies and not others. The political energy of unhappy queers might depend on not 
being in the house.121 
 
 A seat at the table by way of legal legitimization, assimilation, or integration runs counter 
to migritude politics. The table itself must be overturned, broken back into raw material for 
remaking into a more just image of what it might mean to share the world. This is a literature that 
strives for the recognition of impossible ontologies, recovers and revises histories of colonialism 
and its inheritances, acknowledges the “compass of suffering” that orients the migrant attempting 
to make home, and questions the ethics and aesthetics of the representation of migrant life. 
 As in Migritude, these tensions and transhistorical inheritances and manifestations are 
central to all of the texts explored in this dissertation. Despite the risks of reification or further 
objectification, migritude texts speak necessarily from the periphery. The periphery allows 
migritude to remain expansive, collective, legible across language, location, and subject. I 
theorize migritude, as a concept and genre, as a moving target that describes moving targets and 
resists definition through period, language, or location. The texts I choose to analyze under the 
rubric of migritude in the following chapters are disparate but aligned. Placing them together 
allows for a comparative study of narratives of migration that share feminist diasporic affects 
that unites these texts discursively as unhappy political speech acts. In line with Ahmed’s 
delineation of queer politics and its project, migritude literature seeks to expose, overturn, 
destabilize, and dismantle. Ahmed writes of queer activism as an “unhappy” activism, one that 
understands that “we must stay unhappy with this world.”122 She continues,  
The wretched of the earth expose the wretchedness of the art. The wretches direct their 
anger and hatred toward the world that deems them wretched. The recognition of the 
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wretched is revolutionary. It involves recognition that wretchedness is not an inevitable 
consequence of being in a certain way but is an effect of the occupation and violence of 
the colonizer. Misfortune and unhappiness are caused. To recognize suffering—to 
recognize that one has been made an alien, which also means recognizing that one is not 
that which one has been made—is here to recognize its cause. To recognize suffering by 
recognizing the cause of suffering is thus part of the revolutionary cause.”123  
 
Unnhappiness is fundamental to the affective landscape of this literature. Migritude is 
wretched, angry, and committed to anger as a structure of feeling and a conduit for collective 







                                                                




Chapter Two:  
Migritude History: Black Atlantic Sisters, Kala Pani Jahaji-Behen,  
and the Inheritance of Shame 
 
It’s important to look to the Earth to see how it heals itself to understand how to heal ourselves. 




. . . The shame of not being understood or not being able to make yourself understood is a kind 
of corrosive type of shame, I think. . . . You have a secret thought of “why did my people submit 
to this treatment? . . . why were there 6 million slaves? . . . what is wrong with my family?” . . . 
Historical knowledge removes that shame because it gives you information, context, historical 
depth. . . . You replace shame with this kind of empowering knowledge. . . . Shame is a kind of 





Against History: Writing from Ancient Knowledge 
 
 In her essay “Poetry is Not a Luxury,” Audre Lorde reminds black women in the US that 
they have ancient knowledge within them, a way of knowing the self that was driven into 
darkness by “living in the european [sic] mode.” Imposed by colonists and slave masters, this 
mode privileges ideas, reason, objectivity, and empiricism above knowing the world through 
intuitive feeling and creativity; the denigration of which, Lorde suggests, has disconnected black 
women from themselves and their power. Lorde sets up the duality between two epistemologies 
by reversing the Cartesian axiom: “The white fathers told us: I think, therefore I am. The Black 
mother within each of us - the poet - whispers in our dreams: I feel, therefore I can be free.”124 
Cartesian assumptions that restrict being-in-the-world to the cognitive ways of knowing 
generated colonial logics that denigrated the faith systems and social structures of the colonized. 
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The delegitimization of intuitive and creative forms of knowing remains part of the lasting 
inheritance of Europe’s long nineteenth century. As a form of resistance, Lorde urges a recovery 
of creativity and power springing from “ancient knowledge” absent from the official annals of 
history. The body, she suggests, has its own archive, its own access to history, and silencing that 
archive extends the colonization of one’s consciousness and access to innate knowledge—
feeling. “Within these deep places,” she writes, “each one of us holds an incredible reserve of 
creativity and power, of unexamined and unrecorded emotion and feeling. . . . When we view 
living, in the european [sic] mode, only as a problem to be solved, we then rely solely upon our 
ideas to make us free, for these were what the white fathers told us were precious.”125 
 At the heart of Lorde’s discussion is a reassessment of form. Ideas, formed in the 
language and structure deemed legitimate by institutions of power, are the only “precious” 
sources of knowledge, whereas “unexamined and unrecorded emotion and feeling” are relegated 
to a private realm whose products are unfit for public consideration. That which can be deemed 
true in the public realm must have the ring of objectivity and hold up under examination. That 
which remains unrecorded and unexamined remains outside the story of living and, therefore, 
outside of history. Lorde writes,  
For women, then, poetry is not a luxury. It is a vital necessity of our existence. It forms 
the quality of light within which we predicate our hopes and dreams toward survival and 
change, first made into language, then into idea, then into more tangible action. …As 
they become known and accepted to ourselves, our feelings, and the honest exploration of 
them, become sanctuaries and fortresses and spawning grounds for the most radical and 
daring of ideas, the house of difference so necessary to change and the conceptualization 
of any meaningful action.126 
 
 Though Lorde’s essay is about the anti-colonial, anti-racist, feminist possibilities of 
poetry, this chapter does not address poetry. I am interested instead in the ways in which feeling, 
                                                                





hopes, and dreams can be made into language, then idea, then history. How might the fortress 
made from feeling allow for a “house of difference” that untethers historical knowledge 
production from what Lorde calls “institutional dehumanization”? How might thinking in 
Lorde’s mode challenge the passive voice that lends the guise of objectivity lent by empiricism, 
fact, and material object to the institutional writing of history? How might she who is written out 
of history rely on “ancient knowledge” and “feeling” to speak through the archives?  
 This chapter explores what happens when the unquantifiable is the subject of history 
making. It identifies the creative transgressions necessary to manifest an alternative mode of 
history-making that acknowledges the failure and violence of the archives that document the 
Atlantic slave trade and the trade in Asian indentured labor across the Indian Ocean. The texts I 
consider also address the pitfalls of these formal transgressions, meditating on the possibility of 
doing dishonor to the very subjects they set out to recover. In examining these strategies and 
concerns, I reflect on the feelings and desires that animate the writing of alternative histories that 
use and challenge the archive to resist historical erasure. These multi-modal, hybrid, postcolonial 
texts perform migritude gestures in that they trace the production of the historical migrant 
laborer. These texts take official history, family history, personal experience, and feeling as their 
source material and write through their doubts about their legitimacy. These authors both train 
their eyes on the experience of women’s crossing over water to labor for empire and the 
particular ontology of the female migrant.  
 African American author and academic Saidiya Hartman and Guyanese-American writer 
and journalist Gaiutra Bahadur write what I call “affective histories” of slavery and indenture to 
better understand their inheritances of ontological theft. The “ancient knowledge” that the 




structure of feeling connected to violence and the absence of lineage the archive. 
Hartman’s 1997 academic book Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery and Self-Making in 
Nineteenth Century America, her 2007 multi-modal Lose Your Mother: A Journey Along the 
Atlantic Slave Route, and subsequent criticism contends with the historical archives of 
transatlantic slavery. Each text extends her engagement with the question of what an African 
American researcher and descendent of slaves is to do with the institutional erasure of slave 
history. In Lose Your Mother, the text with which I am primarily concerned, Hartman recounts 
her travels along slave routes in Ghana to find traces of slaves forced to migrate from the West 
African coast to the Americas between the late fifteenth and nineteenth centuries. She writes, “I 
wasn’t seeking the ancestral village, but the barracoon. As both a professor conducting research 
on slavery and a descendant of the enslaved, I was desperate to reclaim the dead, that is, reckon 
with the lives undone and obliterated by the making of human commodities.”127  Bahadur’s 2014 
Coolie Woman: The Odyssey of Indenture, her first full book after a long career in journalism 
and fiction-writing, recounts Bahadur’s journey in search of the story a coolie ancestor, her 
great-grandmother, who migrated from India to Guyana in 1903. She travels first to Guyana and 
then to India, equally invested in unearthing history as she is in understanding herself in relation 
to it, ultimately writing a collective biography of coolie women almost accidentally. She claims 
she was intrigued by her ancestor because she believed her story was exceptional. “What woman 
alone, in her condition, undertakes a taboo, arduous, identity-erasing journey like that?” asks 
Bahadur, “But what the archives revealed was that she wasn’t exceptional. She was 
representative.”128 
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 The two authors position the relation of the self to their respective points of inquiry quite 
differently, but both challenge dominant methodologies of historiography by destabilizing genre 
and writing transgressive, speculative works that construct a poetics of shame and loss. Their 
contrapuntal readings of historical archives interpellate the reader through personal essay, 
memoir, and fictional modes to communicate the wound of erasure and ambivalent desires for 
recovery. From the play between these genres, what emerges is a story of the inheritance of loss, 
shame, and impossible desire, and how these feelings impact subject formation. In coaxing 
subaltern ancestors to speak through the archive, Hartman and Bahadur draw connections 
between the violent ideologies that displaced their ancestors and the oppression and violence that 
affect their communities in the US in the present. They both find that the subaltern, as Gayatri 
Spivak reminds us, cannot speak, no matter how badly her descendants might wish her voice into 
being. However, their respective proximity to power allows them to convert unrecorded feeling 
into language, to examine, to make into idea, and ultimately take action against history by 
upending the terms according to which history can be formulated. In the process, they both 
elbow space into the strict architecture of historical practice and speak themselves into being 
through the search for the voices of those lost.  
 
From Slavery to Indenture 
 
 Saidiya Hartman and Gaiutra Bahadur are unlikely bedfellows. Hartman’s work 
endeavors to unearth the stories of slaves and ultimately produces a theory of the ontological 
condition of slavery and blackness. Hartman’s work participates in a larger shift in the study of 
Atlantic slavery from one of property—an exhaustive field of empirical study that has long 




of alienation and violence.129 In Scenes of Subjection, Hartman locates the birth of the figure of 
the slave in the American imagination in originary acts of violence and spectacle. She argues for 
a shift in focus from spectacular scenes of violence in which viewers and readers become 
voyeurs with libidinal investments to the mundane, quotidian practices that shaped enslaved 
lives. She throws into relief the banality of extreme daily violence while also drawing attention 
to the way our reading practices of archival documents and literary texts graft enduring 
associations of abjection to blackness. She writes, “At issue here is the precariousness of 
empathy and the uncertain line between witness and spectator.”130 These same concerns around 
slippage emerge differently almost a decade later in Lose Your Mother, in which Hartman hopes 
to wrench the figure of the slave out of abstraction, namelessness, and facelessness. She 
negotiates the uncertain line between history and fiction and the ethical implications of their 
merger. She writes herself into the text, using memoir to expose the nature of her urge to exhume 
the dead and her anxieties around extracting from them to fulfill her own needs.  
 Bahadur’s Coolie Woman was published just under a decade after Lose Your Mother. It is 
history and memoir, archival project and ontological inquiry. Unlike Hartman, Bahadur is an 
essayist, literary critic, freelance journalist, and fiction writer whose inquiry is subject to 
different parameters for publication. Her work assumes a different audience. Her text begins with 
a search for a great-grandmother but evolves, almost by accident or serendipity, into an immense 
collection of archival material through which she runs a fine-toothed comb. She constructs a 
historical arc of the consequences of migration and indenture on the bodies of coolie women. She 
is particularly concerned with sexual agency and vulnerability and the ways in which 
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vulnerability to male violence, sexual and otherwise, undergirds this history. The cover for 
Coolie Woman features a stunning photograph of one of Bahadur’s coolie great-grandmothers 
(not Sujaria, who catalyzed Bahadur’s journey but another). The depth and severity of the eyes 
that stare from the cover have unnerving, personal impact. By contrast, Hartman’s text is best 
known (and marketed) for its theories of slave ontology and their role in the school of Afro-
pessimism, within which she is a major figure. Hartman’s family’s relationship to history is a 
substantial part of Lose Your Mother, but the nature of this relationship is not the thrust of the 
work. Her family narratives seem like furtive inclusions, placed within the narrative of her 
experience of Ghana perhaps to explain the emotional investment in searching for what she 
knows cannot be found. Explicitly, Hartman’s search is one for a broader, collective lost history. 
The cover for Lose Your Mother features detail from a photograph from University of Virginia 
Library’s special archives showing the inside of Elmina Castle, the first trading post built on the 
Gulf of Guinea. There are no human figures in the frame, but an ominous brick arch and a floor 
of sand suggest both a story of a place and an emptiness of another kind. A reading of the two 
texts together reveals that no matter the relationship to the ancestral village both migritude texts 
work across genres in order to search for the meaning of kin through collective history.  
 The lives of slaves are found in ledgers, journals, and reports that record their existence 
as units of cargo, of loss to be recovered by insurance, as debt, or chattel. Hartman finds little to 
no evidence of the human lives of slaves, their relationships, or their fears—their experience of 
the quotidian. She makes no reference to Olaudah Equiano’s 1789 autobiography, The 
Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, The African. Written 
by Himself or narratives that may be available in other languages, perhaps as an 




abolitionists and could be read as inauthentic—however, this is only my speculation. She 
repeatedly states that there are no extant first-person narratives of anyone surviving Middle 
Passage. She writes,  
The account of commercial transactions was as near as I came to the enslaved. . . . In 
every line item, I saw a grave. Commodities, cargo, and things don’t lend themselves to 
representation, at least not easily. The archive dictates what can be said about the past 
and the kinds of stories that can be told about the persons catalogued, embalmed, and 
sealed away in box files and folios. To read the archive is to enter a mortuary . . .131 
 
Hartman’s concern with the quotidian experience of the slave is buried, completely unavailable 
in a story that reduces lives to transactions. The kinds of stories that emerge are of exceptional 
circumstances that slave captains and traders found worthy of documentation. In short, the lives 
of slaves can only be glimpsed in circumstances when something went wrong. Often, these are 
scenes of subjection that reinforce the erasure of documentation as chattel, rendering the 
empirical a space only of death, a mortuary, a grave.  
 Bahadur also finds that the stories of coolie women only appear when exceptional 
circumstances are documented, though significantly more documentation seems to have been 
available about the people who were indentured and about life in the ‘tween decks on coolie 
ships. The records are not mostly lists of those who climbed the ships and crossed the Indian 
Ocean with incomplete records of illness and disease, rape, sexual assault, childbirth, infant 
mortality, and murder. Bahadur also points out that all of these are records were written by white 
overseers who were, significantly, men. 
I could read the women only through the often sexist, racist eyes of the government and 
plantation officials who had vested interests—economic, careerist, sexual—in telling the 
story from their own perspectives. Since indentured women were, for the most part, 
illiterate, they didn’t leave behind written traces of themselves. Just as there isn’t a single 
existing narrative from a woman or girl who survived Middle Passage, the rare first-
person accounts of indenture—there are three—are all by men. The stealing of voices of 
indentured women, born into the wrong class, race, and gender to write themselves into 
                                                                




history, was structural.132  
 
Bahadur’s Coolie Woman constructs a vast catalogue of violences: women’s unequal 
relationships to families and village societies in India, women suffering under widowhood, 
women duped by promises of gold and freedom, women dying on the ships, women giving birth 
to stillborn babies on the ships, countless instances of rape and assault on ships and plantations 
for which all perpetrators go unpunished. Her subjects are also narrated through the silences in 
ledgers, journals, and court cases written by men, in which the men justify their actions or 
dismiss their importance. The voices of women, when they appear, are translated into a standard 
English they did not speak by interpreters and stenographers whose allegiances and interests are 
impossible to uncover.  
 Both authors must construct the stories of their ancestors and give them voice through the 
meager offerings of exceptional scenes of violence or death narrated by numbers and accounts 
exclusively serving the interest of the perpetrators of violence and subjection. Beyond the 
differences in the availability of archival material, it is important to note the crucial, irreducible 
differences between the meanings that the archives documenting Atlantic slavery and Indian 
Ocean indenture make. The capture and enslavement of African persons and their deportation to 
the Americas and Asian indenture in the Caribbean have consequentially different but related 
manifestations in the current racial matrix in the United States. I juxtapose these histories to 
expose the ways that the condition of the African slave and the indentured Indian laborer 
resonate with one another and reveal the shared affective structures of the inheritance of histories 
of forced labor and loss of genealogy. The differences between these histories shape their 
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racializations and relationships to the state and affective structures in each author’s writing. Both 
are migritude texts that trace migritude ancestries. 
 Reading these texts under the frame of migritude requires an understanding of the 
historical sources of labor migration and discourses around its necessity for the expansion of 
societies and empires. Karl Marx draws a distinction between theological original sin, Adam’s 
fall from the Garden of Eden as the story of how man came to “eat his bread by the sweat of his 
brow,” and economic original sin, the accumulation of a surplus of labor power as the point of 
departure for capitalist reproduction and expansion. Those deemed “surplus” to a society suffer 
expulsion, with nothing but their skins left to sell for subsistence, are described by Marx as: 
. . . free laborers, in the double sense that neither they themselves form part and parcel of the 
means of production, as in the case of slaves, bondsmen, &c., [sic] nor do the means of 
production belong to them as in the case of peasant-proprietors; they are, therefore, free 
form, unencumbered by, any means of production of their own. . . . As soon as capitalist 
production is once on its own legs, it not only maintains this separation, but reproduces it on 
a continually extending scale.133  
 
This fall, Marx argues, does not apply to all Man but those who become the means of production 
in the process of capitalist expansion. He identifies the African Slave as the figure upon which 
this history pivots. As I explain in my introduction, Thomas Nail’s surprisingly schematic theory 
of migration radicalizes Karl Marx’s concept of “primitive accumulation” by proposing that the 
practice of dispossessing peoples from their land has been central to social expansion since well 
before capitalism animated our history, proposing by extension that free labor and exploitation 
are the condition of capitalism. Nail’s archive pre-dates the Atlantic slave trade and global 
plantation labor and charts the connection between forced labor and migration to understand the 
social logic that produces “surplus” labor power for societies that seek to expand. First and 
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foremost, Nail argues, all societies require the forced mobility of the outsider. Nail writes, 
“Marx’s thesis is that the condition of the social expansion of capitalism is the prior expulsion of 
people from their land and from their juridical status under customary law. Without the expulsion 
of the people, there is no expansion of private property and thus no capitalism.”134 Expulsion, 
Nail clarifies, more often than not includes forcibly removing people from their land, depriving 
them of their political rights through slavery, and criminalizing types of persons through 
vagabondage, which forces those alienated from their land to also be alienated from their labor. 
Displacement and the denuding of political representation creates “the political figure who is 
unrepresented but still exists socially as unrepresented in the system.” This political figure, for 
Nail, is the migrant. “In other words,” he writes “to understand migration and movement as lack 
is to accept the banality of social dispossession.”135 
 The “lack” Nail refers to is the understanding of the figure in movement, dispossessed of 
land, as debased from human subjectivity due to her distance from citizenship, the normative 
condition for a measurable existence. The banality he refers to is the lack of representation that 
has dispossession as its premise, when the migrant is instead the most representative figure in the 
story of capitalism. The “lack” takes on a double valence when we discuss the figure of the 
female laboring migrant. Silvia Federici’s seminal feminist text Caliban and the Witch critiques 
Marx’s idea that primitive accumulation would eventually lead to human freedom and examines 
the dispossession and labor of women. She studies the development of sexual divisions that 
subjugate women’s labor and women’s reproductive function to the reproduction of the work-
force.136 Gendered labor conditions worked to obscure traces of the stories of female labor 
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migrants in the histories of African slave trade and Indian indenture. Expelled by their own 
communities, forced into sexed labor, and silenced in the archive, slaves and coolies are 
unrepresented in the annals of history as subjects and the nature of their labor and its 
consequences on their lives are equally invisible. The forced exile of the voiceless and female is 
written and banalized as casus belli, seen as a necessity for the expansion of African societies 
before and during colonialism and the Atlantic slave trade, and more obviously for the continued 
expansion of the British Empire’s markets.  
 Saidiya Hartman is associated with Afro-pessimism, a school of thought that describes 
the ongoing racist consequences of transatlantic slavery and claims that the dismantling of white 
supremacy would require the dismantling of many of the fundamental social and political 
institutions that structure modern life. This extends to ideas of access to Citizen-Subject positions 
and the structures of ontology. One of Afro-pessimism’s central ideas is that of “ontological 
death” or “social death” as per Orlando Patterson,137 which theorizes the slave’s condition as one 
of total domination and total powerlessness, dead by virtue of being made a commodity. In line 
with Orlando Patterson, Saidiya Hartman claims that the slave as object is “socially dead” due to 
the ontological theft of enslavement. She is one of the editors of Afro-pessimism: An 
Introduction, the introduction to which states: 
 The slave as object is “socially dead”, which means they are: 1) open to gratuitous 
violence, as opposed to violence contingent upon some transgression or crime; 2) natally 
alienated, their ties of birth not recognized and familiar structures intentionally broken 
apart and; 3) generally dishonored, or disgraced before any thought or action is 
considered. The social death of the slave goes to the level of their very being, defining 
their ontology.138 
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Afro-pessimists identify the slave as an object of accumulation and fungibility rather than a 
subject with labor-power to exchange. While slavery may have been abolished, this social death 
or ontological lack remains and is reinforced by the racial logic of structural violence in the US, 
where the political condition of blackness can be argued to reflect the same conditions here 
described of the slave. The editors continue, 
With this understanding of slavery and Blackness, Afro-pessimism makes a critical shift 
in focus by moving away from the Black/ white binary and reframing it as Black/ non-
Black, in order to deemphasize the status of whiteness and to center analysis, rather, on 
the anti-Black foundations of race and modern society. In short, any non-black ontology 
finds its shape against the violent rejection of blackness from the category of “human.”139  
 
In other words, ontology per se is defined against blackness. Indeed, in The Karma of Brown 
Folk, Vijay Prashad explores the ways that South Asian immigrants, one of America’s “brown 
folk,” have been used as a weapon against African Americans since a series of legislative 
changes created skilled-worker temporary programs and employment-based permanent visas that 
invited the technocratic bourgeois of the South Asian continent into the workforce. He brilliantly 
qualifies who came to be known as “Indian” in America and the double menace they posed to the 
security of the white working class and the success of civil rights and upward social mobility for 
African Americans:  
Many are from Pakistan, Bangladesh, India, Sri Lanka, Bhutan, the Maldives, Africa, 
England, Canada, Fiji, or the Caribbean . . . The stain of ancestry and the hegemony of 
the word “India” remains with us as we work to make our own way through the morass 
of the contemporary world. We are “Indians,” not of India necessarily, but certainly seen 
as spiritual beings who are pliant and cooperative—those willing allies sought by 
Columbus, allies now not only against Islam but against those who are deemed by the 
power elite to be the current foes of US civilization, black Americans.140 
 
Prashad’s gloss throws into relief the conflation of many “brown folk,” including Guyanese 
immigrants of Indian ancestry, into a single category that is weaponized to reinforce the 
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denigration of blacks in America by calling attention to the comparative “success” of other 
minorities. This strategy dates back to the period that Bahadur addresses in exploring the history 
of coolie women. Prashad reminds us that the relationship between Indian indentured servants 
and the descendants of Africans in the Caribbean was relatively convivial with solidarity 
operating on social, economic, and political terms until the British sought to drive a wedge 
between the two “by making the Indians do more menial tasks than the Africans and separating 
them into racialized work teams and residential areas. . . . the divisions between Indians and 
Africans were energetically manufactured by imperial policy and facilitated European rule.141  
 The wedges driven between black and brown folk in the present are as much the 
inheritance of imperialism as the degrees of ontological lack and distance from integration into 
the nation-state experienced by both populations. The last two decades alone have seen mounting 
enthusiasm amongst middle class and elite Hindu South Asians for conservative political parties 
that reward their investment in capitalism. These communities use the model minority myth to 
differentiate themselves from African Americans, signaling upward mobility as proximity to 
whiteness. This proximity also translates to a mounting Islamophobia that puts distance between 
them and Muslim South Asians criminalized as threats to national security by the US. The 
criminalization of the Muslim South Asian signals a proximity to blackness. Anti-black racism 
and Islamophobia produce surprising alliances between Hindu nationalists in India and in the US 
and white nationalists in the US.  
 I dwell on this to drive home that the comparative study I begin here does not premise 
slavery and indentured labor as located on the same ontological plane but sees how the 
excavation of the histories that produce diasporic African American subjects and West Indian 
                                                                




subjects, in these two texts and beyond, can and must be in dialogue in their politics and their 
poetics. Both migrations were a product of white supremacist imperialist plantation economies 
that supported Anglo-European rule covering half the globe. The abolition of slave trade came in 
part as a result of global moral outrage at the treatment of slaves, and the coolie was produced in 
order to make up for the lost labor and had to be crucially differentiated from the slave to allow 
the plantation economy a new, more humane face. Like the African slave, the Asian coolie had 
no access to the political representation and ontological fullness of the unmarked European 
subject. However, I conjecture that Hartman would read the space between slavery and indenture 
as the space between commodity and labor-power. As Bahadur writes about extensively, 
although family structures and gender roles were fragmented and reconfigured by Indian Ocean 
crossing and plantation life, there was some legal recognition of familial ties and coolie women. 
As Bahadur also points out, coolie voices often surface in legal archives when they make 
complaints—stand up for themselves and demand to be heard—in ways that were unavailable to 
the slave. Afro-pessimism’s premise of black “social death” as a consequence of ontological 
theft would not apply here. However, a reading of Hartman and Bahadur together shows that the 
idea of “social death” results in significant slippages that constrain literary and historical 
possibilities. Indeed, ontological theft, as Shailja Patel’s work shows, is not an eradication of all 
agency. Non-recognition from the outside does not eradicate the possibilities for internal 
recognitions that create community or other agencies available to the captive crossing the 
Atlantic and Indian Oceans. 
  Lose Your Mother and Coolie Woman’s excavations of the archive share the practice of 
writing as a form of redress and an understanding of the attempt to recover dignity, if not pride, 




for the sustenance of empire. Both mark the impossibility of integration as the very premise of 
migrant existence, and the affective lineaments of said existence as the seed for identity-
construction through literature as political movement. The juxtaposition of these texts also 
emphasizes the importance of seeing their histories as concatenated. Tracing their connections 
reveals the structures of colonial domination and capitalist accumulation that could open up 
important points of departure for necessary transnational solidarities. It also allows for a 
discussion of the tendency toward imposing liberatory interpretations that foreclose more useful 
ways to approach the histories of loss that shape the vulnerability of black and brown bodies in 
the US.  
 Neither of these authors are themselves peripatetic migrant subjects. Hartman is an 
African American who claims slave ancestry and was born a citizen. Bahadur came to the US at 
the age of six. Many of her relatives made the journey after her. Her grandmother came crawling 
across the border on her belly under cover of night. They are both inheritors of border and 
migrant histories and subjectivities and bear the burden of trans-generational traumas associated 
with forced migration. The inheritance of a history of forced uprooting, forced labor, and 
imposed racial ideology shapes the present-day postcolonial and diasporic subject and its 
relationship to the neo-imperial nation-state, in this case the United States of America. Migritude 
writers mark the diasporic subject’s failure to integrate as sustained by institutionalized regimes 
of forgetting. Both the migrant ancestor and the postcolonial descendent are in these texts, 
metaphysically peripatetic through history, across geographies, and in the archives used to 
unearth their stories. The ancestors they seek are on the move, fugitive, ducking in and out of 
sight. In this search, the texts perform crucial migritude gestures: they breach the boundaries of 




security of archival knowledge; and they work to take pride in their ancestries as a form of 
asserting an alternate ontological fullness in the present. Perhaps most importantly, these texts’ 
oblique strategies acknowledge and resist the urge to use these histories to resolve the condition 
of the migrant while revealing the desire to do so. In order to assert dignity, one must contend 
with shame. The rejection of definition from the outside requires the protection of something 
defined within, an ancient knowledge, an authentic understanding of the self that requires 
naming to be fully felt. In the negotiation of shame and the search for ancestry, I identify an 
important affective valence of migritude that is not connected to individual biography but the 
literary aesthetics that appear in writing that expresses the collective inheritance of traumas that 
manifest from the erasure of women’s histories of labor migration. 
 Hartman and Bahadur mine archives that consist of documents written by white men 
whose narratives frame slaves and coolies as objects and stereotypes and whose agendas and 
stakes vary. Both authors are aligned with Nail: to see the disjuncture of identity and kin from an 
originary relationship to land as lack constitutes an acceptance, if not a resignation, to the 
violence of history, to understanding the history of migration as a necessary, permanent and self-
sustaining wounding. Hartman and Bahadur attempt a rejection of this banalization, reading 
within the “lack” a fullness through formal strategies of reading and knowledge production that 
aim to give the slave and the coolie a history, a social existence, an ontology that claims the 
depth of their importance in the history of the present. It is in this rejection and its attendant 
negotiations that I locate their migritude poetics. 
 Though there are several methodological subversions in the writing of migritude history 
that could be identified in these texts, I limit myself in this study to the two I find most 




silenced ancestors are brought to light and (2) the openly subjective, imaginative, and affective 
explorations that unsettle historicity and allow for an understanding of these histories as a 
narrative of the contemporary postcolonial subject. Put another way, I am most interested in how 
historical artifacts and the emotions they elicit are braided into stories that claim legitimacy as 
histories while revealing the mendacity of the objective.  
 Each section of this chapter looks at the poetics of the affective reality of dispossession 
and the inheritance of loss. My discussion relies on a large body of scholarship on the politics of 
the archive and an engagement with affect theory. The erasure of the voices of women forced 
into labor under empire have been extensively theorized in the pioneering work of Saidiya 
Hartman herself, Marisa Fuentes, Stephanie E. Smallwood, Anjali Arondekar, and many more. 
Their work questions the power in the production of history. They take issue with questions of 
statistical substantiation, archival authenticity, and empirical epistemologies. They undertake 
methodological projects that weigh the ethical implications of working with these same archives 
to reap new stories from them (an issue with which Hartman is deeply concerned) and 
problematize notions of agency and redress. In line with Hartman, many call attention to the 
ways in which fungible, violated, sexualized, and silenced women appear in the archive only as 
objects of violence. I rely on these discussions of transgressive historical methodology without 
further ventriloquizing them in order to perform focused, literary close-readings of Hartman and 
Bahadur that throw the affective valence of the inheritance of ontological theft into relief. Affect 
theory’s work on the logics of the nation and nationalism shows us the importance of the 
relationship between pride and shame in structures of belonging. When applied to the migrant 
relationship to history and the nation, a story of shame, love, and desire emerges as essential to 




The work of Sara Ahmed is particularly important to this chapter, but I am also indebted to Silvia 
Federici and Eve Kofosky Sedgwick for their ideas on shame in particular.  
 What follows is an exploration of Hartman and Bahadur’s migritude poetics. At stake is 
not only the question of the possibilities afforded by literary production that challenges the 
archive but also the affective structures of living with violated ancestries and the desires that 
animate migritude writing.  
 
Affective Etymologies: Shame and Re-appropriation  
 
 The words “slave” and “coolie” purport to describe conditions of labor. Hartman and 
Bahadur’s etymological studies of each word in hopes of redressing the denigration entrenched 
therein reveal that both the condition of the slave and the coolie have more to do with originary 
connections to land and kin than with labor. The labor migrant is born of outsidership, a primary 
social expulsion. Both terms through their evolution through history have become racial and 
ethnic attributes, the relationship between race and forced labor so virulent that Hartman is only 
able to concede an ontology based on negation for blackness. Raised and educated in the US, 
both authors would have been exposed to reductive images of the slave and coolie as without 
history, characterized only by their capture, migration, and abuse under multiple colonial forces. 
Revisionist histories that hope to recover dignity must begin with excavating the production of 
the figures of the “slave” and “coolie” from what pre-dated these conditions of labor and what 
diversities existed within the monolith delineated by each term. Hartman’s meditation on the 
history of slavery explores the production of the word and the figure of the slave and traces its 
connection to the unstable meanings of the category of “African American.” With Bahadur, 
Hartman asks what identifications, affinities and affiliations, shared experiences of rejection, and 




recovery do they offer?     
 Hartman’s text opens with a meditation on the word obruni, meaning “stranger,” a word 
Ghanians call her to her face as soon as she arrives, and one that she eventually must accept. 
Obviously American, she is marked as a “slave baby,” a black face without origins. She 
describes the connection between the manufacture of estrangement and the production of the 
slave: 
The most universal definition of the slave is stranger. Torn from kin and community, 
exiled from one’s country, dishonored and violated, the slave defines the position of the 
outsider. She is the perpetual outcast, the coerced migrant, the foreigner, the shamefaced 
child in the lineage. Contrary to popular belief, Africans did not sell their brothers and 
sisters into slavery. They sold strangers: those outside the web of kin and clan 
relationships, nonmembers of the polity, foreigners and barbarians at the outskirts of their 
country, and lawbreakers expelled from society. In order to betray your race, you had 
first to imagine yourself as one.142  
 
Hartman insistence on this point works to dispel the common misconception that any person was 
fair game for abduction into slavery in West Africa and that the sharing of black skin makes 
people kin to one another. The proverbial “return” to Africa for the orphaned child is an idea 
denied and discredited from the outset. Ghana has more dungeons, prisons, and slave pens than 
any other country in West Africa. Therefore, it enjoys a thriving tourist industry for African 
Americans attempting to retrace their roots. However, among locals, slave history is a source of 
shame and silence in Ghana. Hartman discovers that the descendants of slaves in Ghana speak 
little of their ancestry, as it is a lineage deemed dishonorable, not to be touted in public. The 
condition for their integration into their communities is their silence, an acknowledgement of 
shame. “Kinship,” she writes, “was as much about exclusion as affiliation. As it turned out, 
eluding the slave past was the prerequisite to belonging.”143 Though Ghanians in Elmira are 
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happy to cater to tourists, the African American attitude toward slavery confounds them. 
Hartman muses,  
 
If Ghanians wondered why so many from the Americas crossed the water to cry about 
slave ancestors,” she explains, “it was not because Ghanaians honored their ancestors any 
less but because of the shame associated with slave origins. To refer your forbears was 
one thing; to speak openly of slave descent was a different matter altogether. . . . 
Ghanaians wondered what kind of people boasted of slave ancestry. Or made such a big 
show of emotions.144 
 
Shame remerges continually, reverberating through stories of the production of the migrant 
laborer and her descendants. Shame seems to animate the “tude” of the migritude gestures in 
these narratives. It can be argued that what drives writers like Hartman and Bahadur to write 
about the historical subjects that produced their lineages is an inherited shame that comes from 
the continued failure to manifest the ideal of the normative community or nation, even when both 
reject that normativity.  
 Sara Ahmed writes extensively about national shame. She locates shame as it operates in 
the subject in relation to the nation. She describes the emotions that come from a nation straying 
from its own ideals by committing acts that do not align with a positive image of itself:  
  
Shame collapses the ‘I’ with the ‘we’ in the failure to transform the social idea into action, 
a failure which, when witnessed, confirms the ideal, and makes possible a return to pride. 
In other words, the transference of bad feeling to the subject in shame is only temporary, 
as the ‘transference’ can become evidence of the restoration of an identity of which we 
can be proud (the fact that we are shamed by this past ‘shows’ that we are now good and 
caring subjects).145  
 
Shame is an acknowledgment of falling outside of the normative national ideal, and that 
acknowledgment allows for the reintegration of the subject into the national community. In 
comparison to the ways in which Germany, for example, acknowledges its role in the Second 
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World War, national shame is repressed in Ghana as it is in the US for their role in the slave trade 
and plantation slavery. This repression endures. Shame clings instead to the descendants of 
slaves, indicating that the crime committed upon slave subjects does not fall outside of the 
normative national ideal. By this logic, those rendered slaves were responsible for their own 
abduction and domination for lives lived outside the norm, in this case without the requisite 
protections and social alignments. Rather than mourn slaves and coolies or admit shame, the 
descendants of those who were not made vulnerable recount proud genealogies of slave 
ownership as lineages of wealth and of alignment with the British for the acquisition of wealth 
and class. As Hartman reminds us, slaves were not brothers and sisters tearfully lost but strangers 
sold for a wealth of cowries that helped local societies flourish with European investment. 
Hartman details how the use of cowries as currency guaranteed that wealth accumulated from 
slave trade was to be short-lived, as colonialism soon outlawed their use, rendering them mere 
objects without value in the face of the British pound. The abolition of the slave trade and 
regulation against the cowrie destroyed the wealth of West African societies. The connection 
between the history of African glory and slavery is elided in utopian visions of united global 
communities of the dispossessed. Hartman critiques this tradition and offers the harsh reality of 
being denied mourning or apology. Those who populated the barracoon, Hartman surmises, were 
vulnerable to those more powerful. They were those who failed to fulfill duties or maintain their 
protectors. Hartman lists the conditions that might have resulted in the expulsion of the subject 
and his or her forced slavery: 
 
. . . the nephew sold by his uncle for failing to present him with a female slave and three 
cows when his father died, the junior brother sold by his elder because of a squabble 
regarding their father’s property, the girl sold by her guardian after her parents died, the 
niece seized when her uncle was away traveling, the fifteen-year-old boy sentenced to 




offered as gifts to mercenary soldiers . . . the serving and impoverished who offered 
themselves as slaves, the migrants who fled to a strange country to escape raiders but 
were sold rather than sheltered, the sisters accused of witchcraft by the chief . . . 146 
 
From silences in the record of transaction and an understanding of what produces the subaltern, 
Hartman teases out several of these lists. Both she and Bahadur rely heavily on the speculative 
list and parallel structure. This formal strategy conjures the stories of those abducted or duped 
where the archive falls short. The rhythm and length of these lists become litany, a form of 
mourning itself where social forms of mourning are denied. The sheer number of possibilities 
exhaust the reader, exemplifying how injustice, when carried out on so vast a scale, can render 
unthinkable horrors banal. This is a list, however, of acts of failure rather than acts of violence. 
These are the ways in which each of these figures failed and were then rendered invisible, 
monolith. They are figures who made mistakes, gave into lust, and were vulnerable due to 
gender. The things that could befall those made slaves bring three important things to the fore: 
(1) the word “slave” flattens the vast differences between people of different clans, tribes, 
languages, socioeconomic strata, and reduces them to a radicalized category of labor; (2) the 
category of the slave is one created by force and circumstance; and (3) the silencing of the 
particular vulnerability of the female slave and her sexualization are central to Hartman’s project 
of recovery. In these examples, women are often objects to be bartered and sold, either for the 
failure to behave in line with norms of sexual restriction and docility or for simply being there 
for the taking. The shame associated with slavery for women—or with womanhood in general—
is always already about sexual objectification and exploitation. However, the female experience 
of slavery does not receive its own name. The differentiation would indicate social relation.  
 Hartman’s gloss on the connection between the word “slave” in Akan reveals much about 
                                                                




the social death of blackness and how the experience of the female slave might be buried within 
it:   
The word for “slave” in Akan that comes closest to what we mean by the term in the 
West is odonkor. It refers to someone who is bought and sold in the market, a 
commodity. Of all the terms that describe involuntary servitude —akoa, which means 
“subject,” “assistant,” or “slave”; awowa, which is a pawn randomized for the debt of a 
relative; akyere, someone enslaved as punishment for a crime; domum, a captive of war 
—odonkor is the only derogatory and stigmatized term. It is the one that carries dishonor 
and shame.147  
 
Moral and social relations run through every term but odonkor, which, in Hartman’s 
understanding, is a unit of exchange only, and it is here that the depth of dishonor lies—the 
denial of a social position inside a community, even if a position somehow morally inflected or 
circumscribed by labor condition. How does one write the possibility of a social life of the slave 
when the etymology of the words that describe her show that the lack of subjecthood is the 
condition of her existence? In her work, Hartman must contend with the premise of ontological 
lack and the ethical and methodological stakes of writing the slave woman into a social 
existence. In Hartman’s schema, imagining the conditions that led to abduction and subjection 
and uncovering the etymology of the words for slavery offer, ultimately, no options for recovery.  
 Like Hartman, Gaiutra Bahadur begins with the word. Unlike Hartman, when Bahadur 
mines the word “coolie,” she is able to find some, albeit difficult, possibilities for re-
appropriation. Her preface is entitled “The C-Word,” a title whose implicit reference to the “n-
word” calls attention to the stigma attached to the word “coolie.” Acknowledging that the title 
may come as a shock, Bahadur’s text opens with a justification for the use of the word to 
describe her own ancestor. Bahadur asserts the need to recover the “coolie” as a source of pride 
and community in the past and in the present. She enacts her own affective etymology, outlining 
                                                                




the ways in which the term and the figure of the coolie were produced and the feelings the word 
elicits. “Coolie,” she explains, derives from the Tamil word kuli, meaning wages for hire. 
Eventually, its use by European traders came to lend it a broader meaning of “someone paid to 
do menial work.”148 Though coolies came from China and India, Bahadur restricts her study to 
Indian coolies. In the Indian case, peoples from many castes, clans, languages, and occupational 
backgrounds were collapsed into the term. “Most indentured laborers,” writes Bahadur, “would 
not have used the word to describe themselves. . . . They felt mislabeled and degraded, unable to 
name themselves.”149 Centuries-old identities were erased to produce an “indistinguishable mass 
of plantation laborers without caste or family.”150 Eventually, particularly as British efforts to 
distance the idea of slavery from the idea of indentured labor continued, the word “coolie” began 
to describe a race rather than a condition of labor:  
Coming from the lips of plantation managers and overseers, the c-word stung, a reminder 
of lowliness in the hierarchy of a sugar estate, a hierarchy based on race. Indians were at 
the bottom, below the English, the Scottish, and the Irish as well as the African 
descendants of slaves sometimes assigned as “drivers,” or foremen in charge of work 
gangs. Each group held power over indentured laborers in the field and factory, and each 
addressed their underlings as coolies . . . It was inescapable and it was permanent, an 
apparently inheritable marker of ethnicity more than a job description. Even if Indians in 
the West Indies became milk-sellers, or village shopkeepers, or rice farmers—or, 
generations later, teachers or lawyers—they were still called coolies.151 
 
The term connoted not only race and position in labor hierarchy but nature, something inherent. 
In Hinduism, to cross kala pani, “black water,” to leave the ancestral home for distant lands, is to 
lose caste and social respectability, foreclosing return or reintegration into respectable 
community.152 The black water, in this case, is the Indian Ocean, across which an Indian person 
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of whatever caste or creed would lose both, eschewing home and a place in its cosmology in a 
single move. The loss of caste connoted a loss or a lack of respectability particularly in women. 
The idea that no respectable woman would choose to sail away from the ancestral home marks 
the coolie woman as a failed, sexualized subject. 
 The moral implications of “coolie” were established by both colonial voices and Indian 
ones. Khal Torabully, francophone Mauritian poet, describes colonial narratives that praise the 
docility of the Indian and his relative lack of ambition as reasons for his attractiveness as free 
labor, also fueling the narrative of the coolie as helpless victim of colonial coercion and 
institutional manipulation.153 British overseers claimed that the coolie trade would benefit India 
by addressing its superabundance of labor and saving the Indian woman from the oppressive 
Indian man.154 This resulted in a bizarre form of feminism that advocated for the Indian woman’s 
right to move from living as her husband’s property to that of the British plantation system. 
Expanding which Indian women had a right to leave her husband expanded the women deemed 
“respectable” enough to take to the Caribbean.155 However, as the trade and use of coolies on 
Caribbean plantations flourished, the rise in numbers caused anxiety in overseers, causing a shift 
toward the figure of the coolie as barbaric, the bearer of disease due to low morals, unhealthy 
customs, and unsanitary lifestyles. Rhetoric used to denigrate African slaves was repurposed for 
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the policing of Indian coolies. The prevalence of “wife-murders,”156 the murdering or maiming 
of common-law wives by coolie men allegedly jealous of their infidelities, was cited as evidence 
of the barbarity of coolie men and the wiliness, sexual deviance, seductiveness, and moral 
turpitude of coolie women.157 Indian nationalism fueled debate about the Indianness of the 
coolie, and India called for a stop to the degradation that coolies brought to its name by 
preventing further emigration and blocking repatriation.158 In this way, mainland Indians 
denigrated coolies in the same breath as colonizers, describing them as illiterate, uncivilized 
dupes who devolved into barbarism under the boot heel of the colonizer. The image of the 
violent, lazy, barbarous coolie man and more frequently that of the lascivious, dangerously 
sensuous coolie woman, all the more desirable for her foreignness, became entrenched through 
stereotypical representation in literature and European imagery through the twentieth century.159  
 The association with coolie womanhood became entirely debased and libidinal, while 
coolie identity hardened into a condition characterized by exile and failure. Rejected by India 
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and welcomed only as labor in the Caribbean and locked into essentializing racial and ethnic 
hierarchies, the coolie as socio-cultural formation is a created category. The British, Bahadur 
points out, did not so much recruit coolies as they made coolies. She writes, “. . . the system took 
gardeners, palanquin-bearers, goldsmiths, cow-minders, leather-makers, boatmen, soldiers and 
priests with centuries-old identities based on religion, kin and occupation and turned them all 
into an indistinguishable, degraded mass of plantation laborers without caste or family.”160 The 
sting of the word is at once due to its racist deployment and its connotations of moral failure, loss 
of caste, and sexual denigration.  
 Recovery of the terms “slave” and “coolie” requires a re-casting of the “birth” of each 
figure. Though Hartman does not purport to try to recover the word “slave” as a source of pride, 
she is engaged in the same project of attempting to restore dignity to the slave for her toil, her 
survival, her story. In doing so, she creates the mythic conditions for embracing the term 
“African American,” theorizing an alternate or fugitive ontology even as she insists upon 
complete ontological lack. Bahadur too writes an origin story into her project, though in far more 
hopeful terms.  
 The “birth” of the figure of the slave and the figure of the coolie and the way they are 
described in Hartman and Bahadur’s texts reveals the stakes and conditions of possibility for the 
writing of transgressive history. Both authors identify being severed from kin and dispossessed 
of land as failing the prerequisites for belonging. Both, as I show here, identity the “third space” 
or “no place” of un-belonging as a curse, though in very different terms. I am interested here in 
the writing of a mythic origin to negotiate the relationship between the “curse” of slavery and 
indenture and the process of writing to overcome the curse of trans-generational shame.  
                                                                




 Hartman writes a mythic origin story for the slave, defining the slave through negation by 
writing around the figure of St. George the martyr and his commemoration and mourning. The 
negation lies in the comparative meaning of the death of St. George the martyr to the death of 
slaves. Elmina Castle, or O Castellano de São Jorge de Mina, is named after the patron saint of 
Portugal, Saint George of the Mine. The Portuguese slave trade came out of a religious crusade 
against infidels, and the enemies captured by the Portuguese in their attacks were booty earned 
for doing good deeds in the Lord God’s name. Hartman describes St. George as a “conquering 
knight [who] personified civilization pitted against beastly antagonists and monstrous races. . . . 
It would be hard to imagine a better representative of the Portuguese errand or a saint more 
suitable to the task.”161 Hartman does not close in on Saint George only due to the apt naming of 
the slave fort and city of Elmina. Saint George’s martyrdom is particular in that he suffers a 
different torture by a different hand to suit the needs of the society in each region where he is 
revered. His tortures range from having his skull crushed, his body roasted over a flaming pit, his 
limbs dismembered, and his person burned in a cauldron of oil. The stories range as far and wide 
as Palestine, Nubia, Kongo, Curaçao, Panama, Jamaica, Grenada, North Carolina, Mississippi, 
and Louisiana. The tortures listed from the United States are chilling in the ways they mirror the 
treatment of slaves on the plantation and of black folk post-Emancipation through 
Reconstruction and Jim Crow. He is burned, “mounted like a beast of burden and driven to 
death. . . . tied to a cross, scourged by flaming torches, and beaten with chains. . . . his belly was 
sliced open and his entrails spilled out.”162 The stories of the saint and martyr in whose name 
transatlantic slavery is launched have macabre parallels to the stories of the people subjugated in 
the practice, except that St. George is always resurrected. Martyrs suffer public torture as 
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persecution for refusing to renounce a demand or belief required by those in power, and their 
death serves to reinforce the spirit of those who cling to their own beliefs. In short, they live 
again after death and they live on through celebration, mourning, memory, even if through 
scenes of subjection. 
 The doubleness of Saint George as the knight and the martyr is particularly compelling 
for Hartman because of the temptation one might have to re-appropriate him as a figure 
representative of the tortures of slaves for their failure to belong, a patron saint of strangers. 
Hartman never articulates this temptation, but her negation of the possibility betrays the desire:  
The signs and symbols of Saint George’s world were firsthand knowledge to the slaves 
imprisoned in the fort. The crucifix and a cursory baptism had ushered them into slavery. 
In the horrible trials endured by saints, there is, at least, the gift of consolation provided 
by faith affirmed and the promise of being liberated from the stench of the grave. But no 
solace can be found in the death of the slave, no higher ground can be located, no 
perspective can be found from which death serves a greater good or becomes anything 
other than what it was. The slaves corralled in the yard of the castle experienced the death 
of slaves—they lived and breathed, but they were dead in the social world of men. . . . 
Seized from home, sold in the market, and severed from kin, the slave was for all intents 
and purposes dead, no less so than had he been killed in combat. No less so than had she 
never belonged to the world. The dead were reborn as new identities were foisted upon 
them. . . . Slavery annulled lives, transforming men and women into dead matter and then 
resuscitated them for servitude. Toiling away in the aftermath of death could only be a 
curse, not a miracle, and Saint George was the exterminating angel.163 
 
The figuration of the slave is denied the commemoration and faith granted to martyrdom and 
resembles instead the figure of a zombie, the living dead, rather than a “birth.” Doubtless 
Hartman is aware of the Haitian origins of zombies. Haitian slaves believed that the only release 
from slavery was death, which constituted a return to lan guinée, Guinea or Africa generally, to 
an original land where they could be free. However, suicide would result in their walking the 
earth denied their own bodies but trapped inside of them. Post-slavery, in postcolonial Haitian 
                                                                




folklore, the figure of the zombie was one of the dead animated by voudon or black magic. 
Hartman does not address zombies but does describe slave accounts that report fear of whites 
because slaves believed that whites took them to be eaten; “Flesh eaters and roasters of men 
personified the dynamics of plunder and dispossession, unlike the euphemism of trade, with 
made the rout appear bloodless and consensual.”164 That martyrs, zombies, magic, and cannibals 
all circulate as figures in the mythic creation of the slave is not accidental. The imagery of 
suffering, the individualism lost on the part of both the martyr and the zombie in her 
transformation from person to figure, and allegories for a life without life are all connected to an 
existence without a future and stripped of history. Zombies in particular are representative of 
ontological void. However, Hartman’s narrative enterprise can be seen, I argue, as a similar 
reanimation. To write a meaningful story, she must bring the slave back to narrate a meaningful 
future, but she insists on the void, on life as living dead. Hartman’s stated goal and her 
attachment to social death struggle against one another. She nurses her sense of futility as a 
limited form of mourning. However, her literary works do reanimate the slave girl and do create 
a meaningful story of her existence that constitutes a struggle against the curse of the “aftermath” 
that Hartman claims is inescapable. 
 Hartman and Bahadur both locate the loss of self in imprisonment. Hartman narrates the 
harrowing experience of imprisonment in the castle yard of Elmina, describing the unsanitary 
conditions, the accumulation of excrement, and the vulnerability of women designated for the 
“personal use” of soldiers.165 In the absence of documented experience, Hartman resorts to 
imagination and bemoans the requirement to do so. She meditates on waste, wasted life, and 
stolen life as represented by excrement: “Waste is the interface of life and death. It incarnates all 
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that has been rendered invisible, peripheral, or expandable to history writ large, that is, history as 
the tale of great men, empire, and nation. . . . The only part of my hands I could put my hands on 
was the filth from which I recoiled, layers of organic material pressed hard against a stone 
floor.”166 The digestive metaphor marks the slave as the product of cannibalism; as Hartman 
elaborates, “Cannibalism provided an allegory for usurping and consuming life. If the wage 
laborer, according to Marx, was “‘someone who has brought his hide to market and now has 
nothing to expect but a tanning,’ then the slave was the prey hunted and the flesh eaten by the 
vampire of the merchant capital.”167 The identity of the slave is “new,” but it is always tied to the 
netherworld or to the world beyond this one—abject, after-life, magic, the occult, somewhere 
between life and death.  
 Bahadur finds a condition of living between geographic and metaphysical worlds in the 
production of the coolie. She first documents the transformation the coolie’s homogenization 
upon recruitment, where people of many castes bathed together in the Hooghley, a tributary of 
the Ganges River, and lost caste in the process. The squalor and sexual vulnerability she 
describes is inflected with the additional moral fall of people of mixed caste not only living with 
one another in their own filth but fornicating, befriending one another, and forming ties. Here, 
too, she imagines a social life in the experience of the coolie even when her ontological 
conditions fundamentally change. However, Bahadur locates the “birth” of the coolie, of the new 
identity, on the ship itself. The coolie’s mythic origin is literally between the two worlds of India 
and the Caribbean, between an old metaphysical existence characterized by ancestral home and 
caste and a new one previously unseen. The sugar colonies, she writes, had gotten “a bad name” 
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as “a kind of Limbo” into which people disappeared, never to be found again.”168 The in-
between state as loss, a kind of waiting until return, reappears here, as does the fear of recruiters 
and their other-worldly or macabre uses for Indian bodies.169 Bahadur makes necessary 
distinctions between coolie ships and slave ships, pointing out that coolie ships were three to four 
times bigger, covered a much longer distance, and that though regulations were routinely broken 
with impunity, they existed. However, she also asserts that this was a middle passage: “. . . both 
journeys were transformative, signaling a break with the past, making whatever came before it 
seem almost unimaginable to later generations as time and space before the Big Bang. . . . Like 
the slaves before them, they were an entirely new people, forged by suffering, created through 
destruction. In this sense above all else, there was a middle passage.”170  
 Despite her lengthy documentation of tragic atrocities that took place in the ‘tween decks, 
Bahadur is decidedly more optimistic in imagery and tone. Indenture makes a new subject, and 
though the new metaphysical state is a limbo characterized by loss and suffering, there is 
something hopeful in its newness. That the past became unimaginable is important. Here too, the 
originary India, like lan guinée, is the ancestral village rendered abstract into a metaphysical 
home rendered unavailable by the change in condition. This destruction and melancholia chart a 
different affective landscape, a new relation to the self and the other, and to place—a new 
cosmology. This cosmology, however, borrows openly from what came before it, framing itself 
through Hinduism despite the understanding of crossing kala pani as moral fall on religious 
grounds. Bahadur explicitly claims the forging of an origin story:  
The Hindu god who destroys in order to create, who dances in an aureole of flames to 
                                                                
168 Bahadur, Coolie Woman, 37. 
169 Bahadur writes that “In the countryside, people believed recruiters were actually gathering coolies to hang them 
by the heels and extract oil from their heads. The oil, or mimici-ka-tel, was supposedly sold to thieves who rubbed it 
all over their bodies to elude capture. Bahadur, Coolie Woman, 37. 




maintain the universe’s cease-less cycle of creation and destruction, did not forget the 
‘tween decks. . . . Just listen to a woman born on a ship to the West Indies in 1888: “On 
that mad ocean, when all was tossing, people’s heads were spinning, and then labor pains 
started for her to have her child, on that mad ocean I was born, on that mad ocean I came 
to life.” She was describing her own origins but, with her incantatory words, she could 
have been telling the creation story of our people, mine and hers. She could have 
continued, in her voice of myth: In our beginning, there was a boat. On that mad ocean, 
we came to life. . . . The captain’s wheel became Shiva’s fiery circle, turning and turning 
in its cosmic spiral. And in the gyrating of the gales, and the churning of the waves, as 
one steered and the other danced, we became new. The moorings of caste had loosened, 
and people who had left behind uncles, sisters, husbands and mothers substituted 
shipmates, their jahajis, for kin. Unraveled, they began, ever so slowly, to spin the threads 
of a novel identity. 
 
The crossing of the coolie ship across the Indian Ocean creates a new Indian Ocean subject 
whose ontological conditions divest from land, nation, and tribe, and locates her origin on the 
coolie ship itself. The first order of re-invention is the redefinition of kin. Jahajis, or companions 
from the ship, are kin beyond blood, a valence of hope in the social that we do not see in 
Hartman.  
 However, Bahadur’s mythic register is challenged by other moments of pessimism. In the 
chapter entitled “Her Middle Passage,” in which she reproduces an astonishing number and 
variety of stories of sexual offenses and rape, Bahadur asks whether to be a “coolie woman” 
means “to be disgraced—and powerless to do anything about it? To not only be powerless but 
made to feel just how powerless she was? Was “coolitude” not just an economic circumstance, 
not just a social condition, but also an emotional state? Was that emotion best expressed as a 
curse?”171 The new identity here too is a curse, a condition in which one lives in a body that no 
longer belongs to her, dead or alive. 
 Bahadur’s use of the word “coolitude” in this passage is not accidental. Bahadur 
participates in a burgeoning tradition of recovering coolie history that deeply resonates with the 
                                                                




notion of migritude I develop here. Like migritude, coolitude is indebted to négritude but departs 
from its essentialist underpinnings. The term “coolitude” is attributed to Francophone Mauritian 
poet Khal Torabully. He is invested in notions of Créolité and métissage or mixed origins 
rediscovered as sources of pride for migrant or diasporic peoples whose dispossessions and 
unstable family structures produce new ethnic, racial, and linguistic identities that are 
nonetheless concerned with a history of exile. “Complexity,” writes Torabully, “not clarity, is 
key.”172 Torabully foregrounds crossing as fundamental to the articulation of coolitude: “By 
making the crossing central, Coolitude avoids any essentialism and connection with an idealized 
Mother India, which is clearly left behind. It discloses the Coolie’s story which has been 
shipwrecked (‘erased’) in the ocean of Western-made historical discourse as well as a world 
publication and criticism.”173 He recognizes the importance of Hinduism and Indian customs as 
important to the construction of the new coolie identity but avoids making India the nucleus. 
Coolitude is also characterized by the loss or reworking of names written incorrectly by British 
civil servants and of understanding these losses of cultural and ethnic indicators as a shared 
effect from which new community can be built.  
 What is missing from Hartman’s articulation of the birth of the slave is the possibility of 
a similar transformation in the hold through the loss and suffering of Middle Passage. Paul 
Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic pioneers the notion of Black Atlantic consciousness and cultural 
production in describing the inheritance of radicalized slavery as a cultural formation that 
transcends Western Enlightenment’s braiding of blood and belonging. Gilroy’s study theorizes 
black cultural formations as a challenge to the tethering of identity to nation and is invested in 
hybridity as a central characteristic of modern black existence in the West. This modern hybrid 
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finds its central figure in the Middle Passage and the experience of slave ancestry in the present, 
just as Torabully locates the coolie as a formation born of the crossing of kala pani. Both Khal 
Torabully and Paul Gilroy theorize that for the slave and the coolie, the relationship to work is a 
complex reiteration of the master-slave dynamic. The antidote, the route to access to recovery 
and identity construction seems to be creative expression.174 Gilroy sees new and innovative 
forms of poieses, poetics, and music as forms of “overflow” from the containers provided for the 
black hybrid subject and, similarly, Torabully’s oeuvre of poetry plays between multiple 
histories of migration, indenture, and contact zones historical and contemporary to create the 
portrait of an entirely new consciousness. Gilroy, like Torabully, finds liberatory potential in 
notions of hybridity and syncretism, but Torabully, writing almost a decade later, warns against 
investing in new identities with a “relation to past culture purely as a land of desolation; one 
must endeavor to till this land again, in order to discover the riches it can bring, and in the 
process one must be open to other influences.”175 I mark this difference to set up my discussion 
of the forms that the desire for recovery takes in Hartman and Bahadur’s innovative forms of 
poesis and poetics in reconstructing lost experiences. Both begin with an understanding of their 
current identities as products of transnational and transcultural syncretisms whose traces must be 
exhumed for discovery. The desire for the trace leads to speculative forms. These include 
rhetorical interrogation and more listing, imagination and the use of fictional forms for the 
recovery of dignity and the exploration of agency. It is in the struggle with agency that I argue 
Hartman, despite her repeated proclamations of the impossibility of agency, implicitly corrects 
for the slippage between ontology and experience by giving a slave girl in the story of her 
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murder a narrative point of view. Bahadur’s struggle with agency challenges the particularly 
sexualized condition of moral fall, negotiating the unequal numbers of men and women on coolie 
ships and on Guyanese plantations as both threat and possible leverage by articulating the 
possibility of agency through questions that, in their structure, insist what could be true. Where 
Hartman’s reading seems limited by her concern for the limits of historiography, Bahadur’s 
recovery of agency seems overly hopeful, which a conclusion that describes the present 
condition of coolie ancestry of Guyana cannot help but admit.  
 
Narrative Interventions: Imagination, Speculation, and the Question of Agency 
 
 When the archives are devoid of the voices of one’s ancestors, how does one, as 
Torabully suggests, till the land again? What riches might such an exercise bear? And what are 
the ethical implications of searching for them? The following section examines the formal 
liberties that constitute narrative transgressions of historiography in Hartman and Bahadur’s 
accounting for their ancestors. The “openness to other influences” that coolitude insists upon and 
shares with migritude and Black Atlantic consciousness manifests in the shift from empirical 
certainty and reliance on material evidence toward the possible. Hartman reads cases of abuse on 
board slave ships and reconstructs one particular narrative of the murder of a slave girl. Her 
reconstruction applies the liberties of fiction, writing from the point of view of each of the 
players and witnesses to the crime—including, if reluctantly, the slave girl herself. Bahadur 
similarly recounts what she finds in court cases, but rather than narrate the stories into the form 
of fiction as Hartman does, she literally interrogates the possibility of the interconnection of 
stories and the exercise of a limited agency by articulating questions and layering them upon one 
another to create the imagery of a social life.  




Dead Book,” in which Hartman recounts the story of a slave girl whose existence has a trace in 
the archives because Captain John Kimber of the Recovery was tried for her murder. That her 
death was acknowledged and the captain tried for it make her case exceptional. Here, Hartman is 
faced with the difficulty Bahadur describes of constructing a narrative whose fragments are 
written by white men protecting their own interests. In order to reflect that difficulty, Hartman 
recounts the many contradictory facts of the case by narrating the scene from multiple 
perspectives found in the archives. Through Hartman, we hear the point of view of the accused 
captain, the third mate, the ship’s surgeon, and the English politician and leader of The 
Committee for the Abolition of the Slave, William Wilberforce, who delivered a speech before 
the House of Commons denouncing the captain on April 2, 1792. Finally, we see Hartman’s 
imagination of the slave girl’s point of view. Hartman throws her voice through the archive to 
lend humanity to the tale but limits herself until the very end of the chapter to the perspectives of 
those who had a voice and even then, from a careful third person point of view that modulates 
between distant, omniscient, and limited. The difference is just slight enough to reveal the 
agendas of each character but with a tangible prudence that betrays Hartman’s own agenda, 
which she admits from the outset: “The captain, the surgeon, and the abolitionist all disagreed 
about what happened on the deck of the Recovery, yet they all insisted they were trying to save 
the girl’s life. In this respect, I am as guilty as the rest. I too am trying to save the girl, not from 
death or sickness or a tyrant but from oblivion.”176 The accounts of the men in the archive and 
the libidinous reception of the events paints a portrait of the deployment of the figure of the 
hyper-sexualized, dead black girl. She is respectively chattel, a nuisance, a necessary sacrifice, 
an example ripe for moralizing by abolitionists, and an object for shameful (or shameless) 
                                                                





 Only at the end of the chapter does Hartman give a voice to the subject made object in the 
narratives that precede it. Though Hartman would argue that the ontological condition of the 
slave denies the possibility of consent and, therefore, agency, I argue that in this narrative the girl 
is afforded a sliver of agency. The former points of view refer to her as having a sullen nature, 
refusing to dance, and refusing to eat which made violence necessary to cure her of melancholia, 
venereal disease, or both.177 In the narrative that represents the captain’s point of view, when the 
girl crawls half-dead back to the hold, he says, “The bitch is sulky.”178 Cruelty aside, the 
sulkiness of the girl may have been a form of resistance and her murder also a suicide.  
 In Scenes of Subjection, Hartman draws attention to the fragmented, precarious, everyday 
practices that could constitute resistance:  
The everyday practices of the enslaved encompassed an array of tactics such as work 
slowdowns, feigned illness, unlicensed travel, the destruction of property, theft, self-
mutilation, dissimulation . . . However, these acts of redress are undertaken with the 
acknowledgement that conditions will most likely remain the same. This 
acknowledgment implies neither resignation nor fatalism but a recognition of the 
enormity of the breach instituted by slavery and the magnitude of domination.179 
 
Even in granting the possibility of resistance, Hartman takes away the relevance and validity of 
resistant acts by asserting that they did not result in any change or were enacted with the 
understanding of the denial of change. However, the slave girl’s refusal to eat and participate in 
activity, which guaranteed her suffering the whip, can be read as a willful destruction of 
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property—her person. Death by melancholia or by murder constitutes an uninsurable loss. Both 
Hartman and Bahadur write about instances in which suicide and infanticide served as the fatal 
act of freedom that denied further subjugation.   
 Despite Hartman’s attachment to impossibility, “The Dead Book” narrates the slave girl 
as having some agency over her life by framing her death as a suicide. It is not the stringing up 
on the mast or the whippings, nor the fall onto the deck, nor the death in the hold that this last 
section narrates but active, agent motive. Melancholia is not a condition but a strategy, a form of 
slow suicide:  
No matter what new torments the captain inflicted, nothing would pass her lips. Not even 
the hands attacking her each night could break her resolve. . . . Four weeks without food 
left her dreamy and intoxicated. Short-lived bouts of elations made her feel unoccupied, 
disburdened, sovereign, as though she had found a country of her own. . . . She had 
discovered a way off the ship. It worried her that the ancestors might shun her, or the 
gods might be angry and punish her . . . but she risked it anyway, it was the only path 
open. . . . Had her tongue not made speech impracticable, had it been possible for a 
corpse to speak, she would have said, “You are wrong. I am going to meet my friends.”180  
 
In Hartman’s imagination, the slave girl’s suicide is a return home for the orphan. Hartman 
draws a connection between this death and the story of twenty-five rebels who take their own 
lives as an act of resistance in Martinique. Hartman writes, “Before they fired their rifles, they 
avowed, ‘When I die, I shall return to my own land.’ ”181 The ancestral home as metaphysical 
home returns again as trope. Hartman concludes the chapter writing “If the story ended there, I 
could feel a small measure of comfort. I could hold on to this instant of possibility.”182 The story 
does not end there because the story is recounted and reproduced in newspapers and lewd 
illustrations that temporarily capture the libidinous gaze of the British public and render her 
object once more in her representation. Hartman fears having done the same somehow, bringing 
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up the girl’s image to do unto her yet another violence, both by narrating her perspective and 
discussing her objectification. Hartman engages with the ethical quandaries and thwarted desires 
that inspires and limits this chapter in her influential essay, “Venus in Two Acts” published the 
next year. In it she ponders the emotional motivations for the struggle with and against the 
archive, as well as the desire for narrative. She writes,  
Loss gives rise to longing, and in these circumstances, it would not be far-fetched to 
consider stories as a form of compensation or even as reparations, perhaps the only kind 
we’ll ever receive. . . . For me, narrating counter-histories of slavery has always been 
inseparable from writing a history of the present, by which I mean the incomplete project 
of freedom, and the precarious life of the ex-slave, a condition defined by the 
vulnerability to premature death and to gratuitous acts of violence. . . . How does one 
revisit the scene of subjection without predicating the grammar of violence?183 
 
I would argue that in denying the girl her “friends,” Hartman comes closer to predicating the 
grammar of violence than she does by revisiting the scene of subjection. It is here that I find the 
dangerous slippage between “social death” as an existential condition that defines black ontology 
in politically important ways and “social death” as a theory so dependent on literal interpretation 
that it prevents Hartman from remembering the possibility of the individual consciousness of her 
subjects, and their shared existences in space. In an interview, Hartman discusses empathic 
identification as dangerous, claiming that all attempts to emplot the slave result in her 
obliteration, even when the narrative is meant to be liberatory. Instead, she focuses on the 
impossibility. She describes the project of digging up hopeful narratives “obscene,” describing it 
as “the desire to look at the ravages and the brutality of the last few centuries, but to still find a 
way to feel good about ourselves.” She claims that the condition of slavery disarticulates consent 
and political agency.184 This stance is understandable, but it could also be argued that Hartman’s 
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insistence on the impossibility of finding hope in narratives of resistance is a strategy through 
which she could only feel bad about herself and urge others to feel the same. Hartman’s 
insistence betrays a desperate need for evidence of the social life of the slave without discounting 
her ontological reality as Hartman sees it. However, in denying the possibility of social life, 
Hartman runs the risk of slippage into a fetishized grief that fails to accept broader, nuanced 
narratives that do not limit themselves exclusively to the undeniable brutality of slavery.   
 Vincent Brown brilliantly articulates this critique. He claims that Hartman’s emphasis on 
damage and dispossession manifests in a disavowal of “two generations of social history that 
have demonstrated slaves’ remarkable capacity to forge fragile communities, preserve cultural 
inheritance, and resist the predations of slaveholders.”185 Brown sees Hartman’s position as 
understandable but shows that it prevents her from describing the ways that violence, dislocation, 
and death actually generate culture, politics, and consequential action by the enslaved. In line 
with Brown, I argue that ontological death as an existential condition does not preclude the 
proven existence of meaningful social life both on the ship and on the plantation.  
 “Venus in Two Acts” considers the tension between fact and fiction, and in it, Hartman 
coins the term “critical fabulation” to describe the critical poetic approach to the archive that 
allows her to imagine what could and would have been. She is both concerned with the “limits of 
what can be known” and imagining beyond objects that have “evidentiary verifiability.” Reading 
“The Dead Book” and “Venus in Two Acts” together reveals a deep ambivalence around the 
ethics of methodology and a fear of both turning a story of defeat into one of celebration and of 
romanticizing the possibilities of community and sociality. She articulates the desire for recovery 
and narratives of freedom by interrogating their possibility, gingerly avoiding claiming the desire 
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for herself: “. . . how does one rewrite the chronicle of death foretold and anticipated, as a 
collective biography of dead subjects, as a counter-history of the human, as the practice of 
freedom? . . . And what do stories afford anyway? . . . A home in the world for the mutilated and 
violated self? For whom—for us or for them?”186 A series of questions in “The Dead Book” 
articulates this same concern perhaps more honestly: “But must the story of the defeated always 
be a story of defeat? Is it too late to imagine that their lives might be redeemed or to fashion an 
antidote to oblivion? Is it too late to believe their struggles cast a shadow into a future in which 
they might finally win?”187 I juxtapose these moments in order to draw attention to the 
importance of the structure of repeated questions to articulate and disarticulate the desire for 
recovery at the same time. She writes herself that stories afford the only form of reparations that 
the descendants of the defeated may ever have, which indeed must then become the home for the 
mutilated and violated self, a self which is as much “them” as it is “us.” Both “The Dead Book” 
and “Venus in Two Acts” make the claim that it is indeed too late, and yet here are her works 
bringing the girl out of oblivion even if for a fleeting moment, producing a counter-argument to 
the objectification Hartman critiques in the representation of the case. By asking questions rather 
than making claims, Hartman avoids succumbing to the threat of romanticization.  
 In short, she allows the limits of what can be known to win out. However, in writing in 
“Venus in Two Acts” about the ethical limitations of reproducing or imagining slave stories and 
why the possibility is fraught, she gives herself the allowance to do so in the same breath, 
imaging the story of a second girl referred to as “Venus,” who died on the same ship and whose 
story was left out of Lose Your Mother. To write about her, Hartman claims, would constitute a 
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trespass of the boundaries of the archive that determine what can be said.188 Hartman’s 
temptation in writing this story had been to allow the slave girl in “The Dead Book” an actual 
friend on the ship in “Venus” but could not bring herself to make the breach. The pain and shame 
in this claim say more, perhaps, than a narrative about the second girl would have 
communicated. Hartman writes,   
. . . the friendship that could have blossomed between two frightened and lonely girls. 
Shipmates. Then Venus could have beheld her dying friend, whispered comfort in her 
ear, rocked her with promises, soothed her with “soon, soon” and wished for her a good 
return.  
 Picture them: The relics of two girls, one cradling the other, plundered innocents; 
a sailor caught sight of them and later said they were friends. Two world-less girls found 
a country in each other’s arms. Besides the defeat and the terror, there would be this too: 
the glimpse of beauty, the instant of possibility.189 
 
Of course, in writing this passage, Hartman allows for a moment of sentimentalism, of romance, 
of imagination, and creates the space of mourning she insists is prohibited. Her desire overcomes 
her theoretical claims and calls other possibilities into question. She describes the other women 
on the ship who witnessed the first girl’s suffering alternately, observing her whippings as they 
kept dancing, and keeping their distance, acting as though they were already dead; “They held 
back from the girl, steering clear of her bad luck, pestilence, and recklessness. Some said she had 
lost her mind. . . . The women danced and sang as she lay dying. One hundred forty-eight women 
pounded the deck.”190 As with “Venus” and the possibility that the two girls could have made 
eye contact, spoken, sat next to each other in the moment of the girl’s refusal to eat, the 
ontological death of the dancing women denies them, here, the possibility of a lived experience 
in which they communicated, felt sympathy, gritted teeth, felt the tension in one another’s backs 
and shoulders as they danced, beating the deck harder with their feet perhaps to express rage, 
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 Vincent Brown’s work takes issue with the tendency in studies of Atlantic slavery to take 
either the liberatory position that considers agency and resistance or the Afro-Pessimist view 
that, he claims, pathologizes slaves, “allowing the condition of social death to stand in for the 
experience of slavery, . . . it might be more helpful to focus on what the enslaved actually made 
of their situation.”191 Indeed, Brown describes funereal rites performed by slave women on slave 
ships and the hard evidence of social forms of creating community between shipmates. His work 
cites evidence of the kind of sisterhood that Hartman denies her subjects. She writes against the 
banalization of dispossession while remaining haunted by “lack” throughout her literary acts of 
recovery, unable to express fully that the writing of counter-history is always for the self and the 
collective in the present. Could it not be the case that slaves in the hold, through their suffering, 
made bonds, fell in love, supported one another, made enemies, had sex, mourned in their private 
ways when witnessing each other’s torment?  I think once more of Vijay Prashad’s foreword to 
Migritude where he references alliances between migrants, bringing to mind the possibility of 
glances held across the hold in secret knowledge of the bad or the worse, gestures that indicated 
a “knowing quite well what is carried on each other’s backs.”192 
 Coolie women, Bahadur teaches us, have a term for this sisterhood, jahaji behen, or ship 
sisters—women whose bonds went further than those of blood for the experience of crossing 
they shared, however defeated, however tortured.193 Bahadur writes of women who fail or are 
failed. They are thrown out by their families for bad behavior; they escape abusive husbands; 
they are widows whose only recourse is to survive through sexual labor on the streets or in 
                                                                
191 Brown, “Social Death and Political Life in the Study of Slavery,” 1231-1249. 
192 Vijay Prashad, “Speaking of Saris,” iv. 




temples as glorified sexual mediums in particular sects of Hinduism; they are women who 
strayed too far from their communities and are duped or abducted or both; or they are women 
who sell themselves off in hopes of escaping poverty, violence, and sustained social and physical 
vulnerability. The shame and defeat in these stories reverberate through their telling. Bahadur 
reminds us that colonialism had stripped villagers from traditional livelihoods, flooding local 
markets with British products and eradicating local production, motivating desperate migrations. 
Twenty-four famines devastated villages in the last quarter of the nineteenth century.194 Put 
another way, the women who became coolies were vulnerable to begin with due to colonialism, 
agricultural failures, impoverishment, loss or lack of protection from kin, accidental or forced 
distance from land and family, socially unacceptable behavior, and gender—sources of shame 
and religious stigma rather than compassion or its denigrating cousin, pity.  
 Bahadur recites her findings in the archives at great length, and her reiteration of court 
cases and histories creates a rhythm of meditation, rehearsal, or the righteous lamentation of a 
jeremiad. Bahadur’s parallel sentence structure reveals archival lack as violence. After detailing 
the various ways in which recruiters ensnared women and the reasons those women might have 
had for leaving home, she articulates questions about her own great-grandmother upon finding 
the depot where Sujaria’s name is registered: 
Why was she so far from home? Had the crops failed in Bhurahupur? Was she looking 
for work? Had she run from mistreatment, or was she thrown out for transgressing? In 
short, was she a victim—or had she taken charge of her own destiny?195 . . . Who was 
she? Displaced peasant, runaway wife, kidnap victim, . . . Was she a prostitute, or did 
indenture save her from sex work? . . . Did the system liberate women, or con them into a 
new kind of bondage? Did it save them from a life of shame, or ship them directly to it? 
Were coolie women caught in the clutches of unscrupulous recruiters who tricked them? 
Were they, quite to the contrary, choosing to flee? Were these two possibilities mutually 
exclusive, or could both things be true?196 
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The structure of this passage suggests that the shame of possible forced sexual labor and the 
shame of not knowing are the same wound. The desire for the possibility that the system of 
indenture may have offered a kind of freedom or expanded coolie women’s agency is threaded 
through the book. Bahadur does exactly what Hartman claims the archive does not allow but 
does anyway: she speculates a limited agency as an antidote for shame. She dwells on the 
possibility that economically vulnerable women chose indenture over the challenges they faced 
at home, even if they were unlikely to know the hardship that awaited them until they arrived. 
Where most accounts of indenture report few differences between the slave trade and the 
recruitment and use of coolies on plantations, Bahadur reads the archive with agency as her 
compass, placing possibility first and its denial later. This reversal results in reading the option of 
indenture in the colonies as a particular potential for freedom. Bahadur writes,  
. . . once on the sugar colonies, coolies suffered under a repressive legal system that 
regularly convicted more than fifth of them as criminals, subject to prison for mere labor 
violations, which were often the unjust allegations of exploitative overseers. The story, 
however, is more nuanced than that, especially for women. From the beginning in all the 
colonies that turned to indenture . . . men enormously outnumbered women. This gave 
women some sexual leverage. They could take new partners, and frequently, they did. 
There was often a tale of leaving their country, then leaving their men. Even before 
leaving their country, many had left their men.197  
 
This is a daring and curious take on the stakes facing women on the coolie ships. Women were in 
short supply and recruiters resorted to all manner of manipulation to dupe women into signing 
up, often abducting them outright while arguing that the laws regulating what kind of women 
could go to the colonies were too stringent. At the time of her great-grandmother Sujaria’s 
recruitment, colonial morality laws reshaped the debate around what kind of property women 
could be and on what conditions. No ship could sail unless there were forty coolie women for 
                                                                




every hundred coolie men. Meeting the quota for women was stymied by anxieties about taking 
them from their rightful owners, their husbands. The 1883 Indian Emigration Act intended to 
stop wives from passing as widows or single women to escape their husbands. The population of 
women who were recruited or found themselves willingly climbing aboard coolie ships, Bahadur 
considers, may have been looking for material subsistence on their own terms. Though she 
questions those terms, interrogating extreme circumstances that make the question of choice 
moot, she is able to imagine the ways those difficult choices might be inflected with, if not hope, 
the texture of interpersonal relationships. Bahadur finds that Sujaria, who climbed aboard The 
Clyde pregnant but without a husband, took up with a married man on the ship. She asks: 
Was there a special stigma attached to women who stole husbands on the ships, or was it 
understood that, under the circumstances, such things would happen? . . . What, precisely, 
passed between Sujaria and the married man during the crossing? Was there a spark? Did 
he admire her fair skin, her cat’s eyes, her long, straight nose, her forceful personality? 
What did she see in him? Did she see a protector? What is wrong to want someone 
already spoken for? What was it like for my great-grandmother when her son was born, 
three weeks before landing? Did she deliver in the ‘tween decks, or in the hospital on 
deck? How ever did she survive a legs-first baby? Might she have felt the full weight of 
her aloneness at the very moment he arrived?198 
 
These breathless questions narrate the arc of a story that Bahadur has no concrete access to in the 
archives. There are snippets of stories garnered from family members and descendants who may 
or may not indeed be related to Sujaria and extrapolations from the stories of other women who 
Bahadur always considers might have met Sujaria, shared stories, or been her jahaji behen. 
Though Bahadur recounts harrowing stories of rape and assault on the ships, she also considers 
that women were choosing their own partners, exercising a newfound right to walk away from 
men they found wanting and find new ones on the ship. The reasons could be desperate, 
motivated by economic considerations of from the need for protection from violent overseers, 
                                                                




but they were choices nonetheless, and new ones. The reasons could also, perhaps, not be 
desperate despite desperate circumstances. She makes room for the possibility that there was a 
“spark.” Crucially, she asks, “could both things be true?” She indulges in a riveting portrait of 
possibility not only for its sheer narrative and entertainment value—clearly a greater priority for 
Bahadur than for Hartman—but to highlight new possibilities in a story traditionally told 
exclusively through the lens of coercion. Perhaps, even within the “new form of slavery,” the 
small margin of choice that was afforded by indenture may have constituted a certain freedom.  
 This view was certainly the one taken by British officials demonizing Indian culture and 
seeing indenture as an opportunity for civilizing Indian women:  
Many British government agents viewed emigration as yet another way that they could 
free Indian women from the most barbaric elements of a heathen culture. As they saw it, 
they had banned sati and child marriage. They had given widows the right to remarry and 
inherit property. And indenture, too, would liberate India’s most oppressed women and 
thereby demonstrate empire’s civilizing influence. It is difficult to divine what the women 
targeted to be saved thought of this rhetoric.199 
   
As indentured workers in Guyana, women may have had more freedom in choosing their 
partners, but intimate partner violence quickly became a common occurrence in addition to 
sexual abuse on the part of overseers and exploitation by those higher up on the chain of labor. 
Stable families were not encouraged, and there were various examples of temporary or 
permanent family arrangements with examples of women inducing abortions to spare their 
children their fate. This was also true in the ‘tween decks, where women were reported 
attempting to throw their babies off the side of the ship as soon as they were born. The questions 
Bahadur asks about this shows the nuance with which she thinks about the emotional landscape 
of crossing: “Were the women suffering from postpartum depression? Did they fear that their 
children’s birthright might be a perverse one, not worth having? Was ending a child’s life 
                                                                




another tragic way of exercising choice? Was it a mercy?”200 
 Perhaps women were having children with unfit partners or becoming impregnated by 
their overseers on the ships. Perhaps they did not wish to the suffer the shame of not knowing 
who fathered their child. Perhaps they became aware of the darkness of the future that awaited 
their children. By listing the possibilities, Bahadur makes the reader aware of how broad the 
possibilities, in fact, are. Sujaria may or may not have been a prostitute, but many women on the 
ships were. Sujaria may or may not have chosen another partner due to love or the need for 
protection or some other motive, but almost every motive one can think of likely applied to some 
of the people who sailed from India to the Caribbean on these ships. Sujaria, as one of them, 
could have any of these life stories, but Bahadur’s not knowing does not deny her the possibility 
that Sujaria did indeed have one of these lives. This possibility based on resilience, on the myth 
of the birth of a new identity, however arduous, can be a source of pride for Bahadur.  
 Bahadur also considers an interesting, additional possibility: that the women silenced in 
the archive may not have wanted to be found. It is possible that the scenes of subjection were so 
abject that they would not want to be remembered by them or at all. The mundane elements of 
their lives could have been so dehumanizing that they would not want their descendants to know 
of their defeat, allowing them to start anew. Whether we’re writing for us or for “them,” there is 
always the possibility that they thought about how they would want to be remembered, if they 
wanted to be remembered at all. Bahadur writes:   
The relative silence of coolie women in the sum total of history reflects their lack of 
power. But could it also reflect a strategy by women who had secrets to keep? It is 
possible that, on some level, each individual silence was a plan? Could they have 
harbored ambivalence in their hearts, an ambivalence to account for their actions . . . Is it 
possible that my great-grandmother would not want me to know why and how she left? 
Would she deliberately disappear behind a curtain to escape questions about her past?”201  
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Coolie and slave women do however appear in the archive when something goes awry. Indeed, 
Bahadur recounts one of the rare moments in which coolie women’s assaults and losses are not 
only recorded but described through personal testimony, if translated and redacted. One ship 
surgeon Dr. Holman was so despised by coolie women that they complained in unison to a 
protector, threatening to jump overboard if Holman was allowed to sail with them and making 
slashing gestures at their throats to threaten Holman’s life if he stayed. He had been accused of 
withholding food and assaulting and raping the women. Four testimonies against Holman 
survive in the historical record, but Bahadur is quick to see that the words are not their own; 
“Government interpreters paraphrased them, perhaps even misreported details. The questions put 
to the women have been cut out of the record. The answers—rolled out flat in long, 
uninterrupted strips—lack the right rhythm, and colonial officials ultimately discounted them as 
‘improbable,’ ‘almost impossible to credit.’ ”202 Though Holman was no longer allowed on that 
ship, he maintained his position and was ultimately cleared. The surgeon, writes Bahadur, “had 
sown some blatantly racist doubts to defend himself. ‘I confess that I feel not only anxious but 
pained that these charges should have been made,’ he wrote, ‘but knowing as I do the faculty of 
the coolie for favourication (sic) and his tendency to exaggeration, I am hardly surprised.’ ”203  
 Neither the bodies nor the words of these women were their own, and yet, they organized. 
They surrounded the protector on the ship. They made threatening gestures, making themselves 
heard to Holman. They tried, and perhaps, they, too, knew the futility of their testimony. Yet, the 
testimony exists, and Bahadur finds within it a flicker of resistance, agency, and proof that even 
women rendered object, desired only for agricultural and sexual labor, attempted to exercise their 
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rights and stood by their friends.  
 
American Outsider: Migritude Sisterhoods 
 
 Hartman’s narrative begins with the word obruni. Earlier in the chapter, I discussed 
Hartman’s gloss on the word as it applied to the slave ancestor but not to Hartman herself, and, 
yet, it is she who hears it in Ghana, on the street and in the marketplace, to her face and behind 
her back. The dream of the return “home” is fractured by the realization that black skin made her 
kin no more than it did the kin-less who were expelled centuries before. Her meditations on 
being orphaned, on Middle Passage as a loss of mother and homeland, are reflective of the depth 
of her desire to imagine an ancestral home even in the abstract.  
 Hartman expresses her envy of those who came before her and were able to sustain such 
a dream. In a chapter called “Afrotopia,” she traces the rise and fall of pan-Africanist ideologies 
she was born too late to invest in. Fleeing Jim Crow and the Cold War, African Americans had 
flocked to Ghana and celebrated its independence from colonialism and Kwame Nkrumah’s 
invitation to black people all over the world to work together for collective liberation. They were 
the Black International. Hartman cites Marcus Garvey’s dream of an Africa for Africans on the 
continent and in the diaspora and revolutionaries who believed that “the breach of the Middle 
Passages could be mended and orphaned children returned to their rightful homes.”204 These 
revolutionaries did not embrace slave history but rather disparaged slave mentality, preferring a 
grand romantic narrative of a shared history of pre-colonial African glory. She writes, “In the 
sixties it was still possible to believe that the past could be left behind because it appeared as 
though the future, finally, had arrived; whereas in my age the impress of racism and colonialism 
                                                                




seemed nearly indestructible.”205 The CIA-backed coup that unseated Nkrumah left a Ghanian 
polis that found African American émigrés suspect. Many African Americans, fearing death, 
returned willingly to precarious lives in the United States. There was no rightful home to return 
to. The shame of slavery and rootlessness clung on either side of the Atlantic. The dream of 
black global solidarity was broken by the boot of American imperialism.   
 Hartman is not only immediately identifiable as an American due to the lack of obvious 
tribal features on her face but her clothing and behavior. She writes, “Who else sported vinyl in 
the tropics? My custome belonged to another country, my too-fast gait best suited to navigating 
the streets of Manhattan, unfashionable German walking shoes, my unruly tufts twisted into two 
French braids . . . ”206 Two African American emigrés, Mary Ellen and John Ray, teach Hartman 
about the status of the African American in Ghana. African Americans lived in enclaves and kept 
their distance from locals, driving air-conditioned SUVs. Visiting African Americans, like 
Hartman, lived in the borderland between rich and poor, paying obruni prices for everything 
including rent while receiving poorer quality goods. John tells her, “They say hustling black 
Americans is like stealing candy from a baby. The obruni even thanks you when you do it.”207 
Mary Ellen and John are bitter. Having spent too much time in Ghana, they are resigned to 
keeping a home where they will never be at home. Mary Ellen is no longer willing to call herself 
African American, preferring black American instead, as “African American” offered no future. 
Throughout her text, Hartman considers the connection between “slave” and African American, 
and finds social death as the ironic tie that binds:  
If slavery persists as an issue in the political life of black America, it is not because of an 
antiquarian obsession with bygone days or the burden of too-long memory, but because 
black lives are still imperiled and devalued by a racial calculus and a political arithmetic 
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that were entrenched centuries ago. This is the afterlife of slavery—skewed life chances, 
limited access to health and education, premature death, incarceration, and 
impoverishment. I, too, am the afterlife of slavery.208 
 
But in this afterlife, Hartman is African American. She describes what this means in surprisingly 
hopeful terms. She opens by avoiding declarative statements, phrasing her dream in the form of 
questions but then allows herself to cautiously assert the belief in an improbable future as the 
definition of her subject position in America:  
Was Africa merely a cipher for a lost country no one could any longer name? Was it the 
remedy for our homelessness or an opportunity to turn our backs to the hostile country 
we called home? Or was there a future in Africa too? There was still the chance that all 
the poverty, death, and suffering would come to an end. There was still the chance that 
the manufacturers of misery would be toppled and the empire derailed. . . . As long as I 
believed this, I could still call myself an African American.209  
 
To be African American, then, is an assertion of possibility even in the face of impossible odds, 
even through a philosophical understanding of the impossible as the first point of departure in 
weighing one’s own history. It is in this profound act of faith that I find the migritude gesture in 
Hartman’s writing.  
 Just as Hartman traces the stories of African Americans who attempted the dream of 
return, Bahadur writes of coolies who returned to India, hoping for a symbolic return that might 
heal their rootlessness and fragmentation. Some couldn’t find their villages as floods along the 
Ganges had washed them away. Others could not remember the way back. Some had no homes 
to reclaim, and others were rejected from kin and community, rendered untouchable and unable 
to share space or marry. Bahadur frames this experience as she writes, “Their time overseas had 
turned them into a people apart, branded tapuhas, or islanders. It had transformed them into a 
social problem.”210 This inability to integrate back into the ancestral land is also experienced by 
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Bahadur. Surprisingly, Bahadur too identifies her acts of faith in a discomfort with her own 
American identity. She wishes to pass in both India and Guyana, but finds that her brown skin 
does not allow her to blend in. In Guyana, she is reproached for returning home with her fancy 
English and giving attitude that white men would not tolerate when she tries to recover her 
grandfather’s home. In India she is reproached for not living there, on the assumption that it was 
her responsibility to make up for Sujaria’s trespass across kala pani. She sits on the beach facing 
the water, wearing salwar kameez thinking to herself, and is informed by her kindly rickshaw 
driver that the men openly staring at her are not used to seeing women alone on the beach unless 
they have been thrown out by their families or mean to commit suicide. Time and time again, she 
finds herself wondering whether she is given the answers she receives, because she has money to 
offer, or because they welcome her in earnest. Her interpreters refuse to ask the indecent 
questions she insists they ask, such as whether Sujaria’s family is aware that Sujaria had a baby 
out of wedlock on a coolie ship.  
 For Bahadur, being identified and identifying herself as American produces a profound 
sense of ambivalence and confusion around identity, particularly around the freedoms of gender 
that embracing empire allows. When conservative Indians accuse her of speaking too freely with 
strange men or behaving in ways otherwise offensive to local sensibilities, she claims to be 
American as justification. “In the process,” she writes, “I seem to have affirmed my identity 
more simply, and with greater confidence, than I have ever done in America itself—and I did this 
at the very gates of the country that I thought had made me, from a distance of generations and 
thousands of miles. What is possible that the magician’s box of emigration had set me free as 
well as cut me in half?”211 This is another articulation of the question she asks about the 
                                                                




possibilities of Sujaria’s life: could both things be true? Might the option to live unmarried and 
travel without a male companion, have protection against dismemberment and intimate partner 
violence, and access to education and professional growth constitute a freedom from what might 
have been while simultaneously severing her from ancestral connection and a tether to the 
histories that made her? Might her reading of freedom be limited by inapplicable Western 
notions of what agency, resistance, and choice constitute?  
 Indeed, if indenture persists as an issue for West Indian Americans, it is because the 
question of their Indianness leaves them without belonging in America, where Bahadur 
remembers the early persecutions of South Asians in her neighborhood, and in Guyana, where 
Indianness pits itself explicitly against blackness in a fashion Bahadur,“the product of 
multicultural education in post-Civil Rights America,” does not want to be associated with. 
Bahadur’s writes of being Othered by white Americans and Indian Americans alike. Bahadur’s 
childhood in Jersey City in the late eighties is characterized as much by Bollywood films and 
Hindu rites in the home as it is by fear of assaults by anti-Indian groups, one of which called 
itself “The Dot Busters,”212 referencing bindis worn by some Hindu women to indicate their 
married status. Though Bahadur and her Guyanese family were not Indian, they shared a skin 
tone, religion, movies, some language, and vulnerability to attack with other Indian Americans. 
The nation that sees its ideal as white and Christian has no tolerance, she explains, for “their 
saris, their accents . . . their Mahatma Gandhi Square, its air thick with curry . . . their striving, 
their ambition in a city that had seen better days.”213 This shared context allowed for an 
important solidarity, and yet Bahadur recounts being held at a distance by Indian Americans. 
Indo-Caribbean inability to manifest the white ideal did not lend itself to properly manifesting 
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the Indian ideal. She writes, 
. . . the embrace offered to Indo-Caribbeans by immigrants directly from the subcontinent 
often has a subtle edge. Their tenderness can be patronizing . . . Indeed, they are eager to 
tell us our own story—what part of India we probably came from, what dialect of Hindi 
our ancestors probably spoke . . . Often, there is no embrace at all but just a nod, like one 
given to a poor cousin, barely acknowledging kinship. . . . Sometimes, they would rather 
deny us like an “outside child”—which is what West Indian call a child born outside a 
legal marriage. To some, we are India’s outside child. When class isn’t their issue, 
authenticity—some apparent concern over parentage—seems to be.214 
 
 Bahadur is not only an outside child of India and an outside subject in America, but the 
Americanness in her denies her affinity with the meaning of Indianness in Guyana. She lands in 
Guyana in 1997, months after independence leader and hero to Indians in Guyana, Cheddi Jagan, 
passed away. The racial landscape there, together with the gendered rules for her behavior, 
immediately confuses her sense of racial belonging and alliance. She was too young to remember 
the shortages that characterized President Linden Forbes Sampson Burnham’s tenure in Guyana 
or the ways that his African-dominated party denied opportunities to Indians and drove many 
out, together with foreign imports deemed neocolonial.215 Cheddi Jagan, seen as antidote to 
Sampson, was deeply revered, and his death opened old racial wounds that introduced Bahadur 
to a fierce pride in Caribbean Indian identity that she wanted no part in. She recalls, “I had grown 
up a minority in a city of minorities, subject to racism that connected me to black skins, rather 
than pitting me against them.216” It was the CIA, once again, who had sent Cheddi Jagan into 
hiding and instituted Burnham’s dictatorship. And it is in Bahadur’s clueless, inappropriate 
questions, her short hair, her short skirts, her tendency to talk back to men or insist on being 
heard that she sees the signs of her Americanness that she could not see while in New Jersey: 
I felt horror and shame at my own apparent capacity to posture with irascible force, to 
brandish a connection I had made as a journalist from overseas. Guyana had brought out 
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the worst in me, and I couldn’t help but feel that letting go was best. . . . Wasn’t nostalgia, 
in a sense, unethical? . . . Wouldn’t it be more responsible to leave Guyana, to the people 
who actually lived there, to tend as their property . . . as owners with a stake? For the first 
time, it occurred to me that clinging to the past might weigh down not just us, but also the 
people we had left behind.217  
 
Indo-Caribbeans, products of double migration and double dispossession, constitute a racial 
minority whose highly syncretic and heterogenous cultures and practices are too complex for the 
simplistic heuristics of ethnicity and race in the US. At the same time, it is the curiosity and 
bluster that Bahadur acquired through her American upbringing that characterize her movements 
through her native lands and highlight the depth of her un-belonging in both India and Guyana.  
 Perhaps Guyana is best left to the Guyanese, and perhaps Africa is best left to the 
Africans. In short, the conclusions that Hartman and Bahadur come to are largely similar: 
regardless of their relationship to agency and the possibility of social life, both find that their 
contemporary identities are predicated on dispossession and alienation. Descended from 
strangers, they remain strangers. Their communities are hybrid, syncretic, and revolve around 
notions of hope and utopic desires that they know are unlikely to manifest but must be believed 
in as an act of defiance and survival. True belief in recovery becomes beside the point. In these 
texts, migritude is a paradoxical act of faith.  
                                                                




Chapter Three:  
Migritude Contexts: From the Black Atlantic  
to the Black Mediterranean 
 
 
. . . Sicily is a country in Africa. 
—Ismail Einashe 
 
(Tell It)  
 
When the sea is calm, the boats keep coming,  
 
When the summer ends, the boats don’t stop.  
 




Malta mon amour, how many shoeless bodies 
at the bottom of the sea?  
 
—Jehan Bseiso  
 
 
 This chapter connects my previous discussions of Atlantic and Indian Ocean contexts to 
Mediterranean crossings. It theorizes letteratura della migrazione, a literary movement in Italy 
whose name translates to “literature of migration,” as a migritude movement that has received 
scant attention in broader studies of African diaspora and colonialism in the American academy. 
Letteratura della migrazione is an Italophone literary movement consisting of non-native Italians 
and immigrants writing in Italian in an array of genres: non-fiction autobiographical narratives 
often sponsored or edited by native Italians, autobiographical or essayistic works not edited or 
prefaced by native Italians, poetry, short stories, and novels. To frame this movement within 




scholarship in the emerging field of Black Mediterranean Studies and explain its dialogue with 
Paul Gilroy’s Black Atlantic. The Black Mediterranean explores the relationship between the 
European and African Mediterranean coasts to theorize a multicultural Europe and a 
multicultural Africa whose contact zones and routes are transhistorical. Letteratura della 
migrazione asserts the relationship between the colonial period, early periods of migration 
through the ‘90s and early 2000s, the 2015-2017 European migration crisis, and the current 
collapses of EU open borders policies and of general cohesion over the issue of migration. It 
articulates new collective Italian identities that emerge from multiple generations of migration to 
Italy. I connect Italy’s ethnonationalist political present to its colonial history to elucidate the 
exigency of Black Mediterranean studies. I also show how the frame of the postcolonial is both 
useful and limited in its capacity to theorize the particular consciousness articulated by Italian 
migritude literature, of which the postcolonial is nonetheless a fundamental part.  
 The primary bridge between the Black Atlantic and the Black Mediterranean is the 
Global North’s denial of the enduring impact of historical contact on contemporary racial 
ideologies that justifies the partial integration, expulsion, or social rejection of non-white 
subjects into the Global North nation-state. Paul Gilroy articulated this denial in both Ain’t No 
Black in the Union Jack and The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness. He 
unearths the ways British “national” culture premises itself on whiteness and Christianity and 
claims that diasporic black communities refuse to be constrained by these parameters. He 
identifies the construction of a global black identity as expressed through art, literature, and 
popular culture. He engages with W.E.B DuBois’s notion of “double consciousness,” in which 
black subjects see themselves as both “inside” and “outside” of mainstream culture with an 




dominant, racist discourses. The Black Atlantic endeavors to show that distinct black cultures of 
resistance influenced by and in response to racist Western ideologies exist everywhere where 
there are black communities. Gilroy finds counterculture in literature and music, signaling the 
special place of art in the assertion of subjectivity and rights in the face of ethno-nationalisms 
that would deny black subjects both. Although Gilroy’s focus is the United Kingdom, his 
theories of art and identity as better defined by their “routes” rather than their “roots” serve as an 
intellectual departure pointing to the multiplicity of cultural influences and their vicissitudes in 
any understanding of Italophone migritude. 
 Gilroy’s ideas limit themselves to Anglophone contexts despite the abundance of other 
postcolonial black subjectivities inside and outside of Britain. Gilroy’s work is an example of 
how the most fruitful frameworks for an understanding of migritude are provided by postcolonial 
studies and cultural studies. However, these fields are shaped by their aims to deconstruct 
imperial hegemonies but, nonetheless, fall under their chokehold. Indeed, Anglophone 
epistemologies and their North American or British (neo)colonial contexts are dominant in the 
field of postcolonial, cultural, and migration studies. This dominance puts scholarship in 
intersecting and interdisciplinary fields at risk of flattening the distinctiveness of each socio-
economic and historical context for black and/or other racialized subjectivities in the Global 
North. This dominance also risks producing scholarship that theorizes a global whiteness when 
white supremacy has proved itself just as particular and as mobile in its “glocal” formations. In 
their critique of cultural studies, Jon Stratton and Ien Ang argue against the epistemological 
parameter of the “national” as a correction for slippages into the universal. In their view, the 
national does not take cultural particularity sufficiently into account. They argue instead for an 




and non-exclusive, both transnationally transportable and contextually specific, both open for 
conversation and negotiation and subject to critique and reflexivity as these positions and 
trajectories meet and, sometimes, clash with each other in a continuing rendez-vous.”218  
 With their critique in mind, I orient my study of letteratura della migrazione as 
Italophone migritude with the Black Mediterranean as its frame. Language, as letteratura della 
migrazione shows, is a porous point of departure that speaks to the evolution of culture through 
the appropriation and transformation of “national” languages by displaced subjects. The use of 
Italian by non-native Italians results in an expansion of the Italian linguistic register’s capacity to 
include other languages, hybrid expressions, and more manifestations of multicultural exchange. 
The history of colonialism, institutional forgetting, and the influence of Anglophone anti-racist 
movements are all necessary contexts for an understanding of the “speaking positions and 
discursive trajectories” that I examine in the works of migritude authors Cristina Ali Farah and 
Igiaba Scego in Chapter Four. These speaking positions and discursive trajectories, I argue, 
cannot be understood without context for the racial imaginaries produced by the Italian colonial 
“fatherland.” These are histories and cultural imaginaries that Farah and Scego must write 
through and against to place themselves within the contemporary “unhappy family” of 
postcolonial Italy while writing a multicultural migrant Italy into being. They draw lines between 
colonial history and ethno-nationalist present and show how the long history of Mediterranean 
exchange produces new collective migrant identities.  
 Scholarship on African diasporas infrequently extends to studies of Italian colonial 
history. The role of Italian capital as a primary architect in the conception of trans-Atlantic slave 
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trade is little discussed. Due to the short-lived nature of Italy’s colonial enterprise in the Horn of 
Africa and its deliberate erasure from Italian public memory, the lasting impact of Italian 
colonization is often understated or missing outright in broader histories of European 
colonization in Africa. Unlike more successful European colonists, Italy did not receive an influx 
of post-independence and post-World War II immigrants from former colonies, which contributes 
to the lack of discussion of Italy as a postcolonial nation. However, the 2015-2017 European 
migration crisis forced greater attention to these histories and to the growing population of 
postcolonial African Italians and of African migrants in Italy. Multicultural anti-fascist, anti-
racist, and pro-immigrant movements are becoming increasingly active in Italy and beyond as 
populist anti-immigrant sentiment builds to a fever pitch, bringing to fore not only debates about 
the multiracial hybridity that characterizes contemporary Italy but also the long history of deep 
association and influence between Italy and the African continent.  
 The term “Black Mediterranean” was first used by Alessandra Di Maio in several lectures 
delivered in Italy and the US in 2016 and is gaining popularity in the fields of Italian, European, 
and Mediterranean Studies concerned with postcoloniality and multiculturalism. Jonathan H. 
Shannon provides a helpful description of the dynamic of Mediterranean cultural flows: 
“Scholars, literary figures, and the tourism industry have long promoted the idea of the 
Mediterranean as a polyphonic zone mixing, hybridity, tolerant coexistence, and even 
‘Mediterranean thinking.’ . . . However, a closer examination . . . reveals that they only usually 
offer only one-way access: that is, they offer European artist and consumers to come to North 
African and the Middle East, but usually a wall for those coming from opposite shores.”219 
                                                                
219 Jonathan H. Shannon “Old Anxieties in New Skins: The Project of al-Andalus and Nostalgic Dwelling in the 
New Mediterranean” in Critically Mediterranean: temporalities, aesthetics, and deployments of a sea in crisis, ed. 




Inspired by Paul Gilroy’s Black Atlantic, the Black Mediterranean refers to the study of 
transhistorical cultural crossroads between African and Europe, often characterized by violent 
border regimes over land and sea that mark said crossroads as an extension of racial capitalism. 
It explores the sustained cultural contact, exchange, and antagonism between the two continents 
and examines a shared imaginary expressed in “legends, myths, histories, even in culinary 
traditions, in visual arts, and religion.”220 Paul Gilroy pivots his theory of the Black Atlantic on 
the shared image of the slave ship, focusing attention on middle passage and redemptive return 
as a central concern in the circulation of ideas, cultural artifacts, and other production. The 
impulse to theorize the Black Mediterranean is similarly motivated. The image of the migrant 
boat or dinghy crossing the Mediterranean Sea to reach European coasts is theorized as a new, 
contemporary middle passage. This image throws into relief the tether between imperial pasts 
and neoimperialist presents, loss of life at sea, ontological theft, and the unequal mobilities that 
drive neoliberal capitalism and the logic of European unity. The intellectual heritage of the West 
that reduces black persons to black bodies, as Paul Gilroy’s work teaches us, extends itself to the 




 The unification of the European continent into the EU in 1992 introduced ideologies of 
post-war unity and harmony that allowed for denials of sustained, rampant racism in Europe. 
Such claims are rendered quite ridiculous by the current political landscape in which the integrity 
of the EU is crumbling in large part due to anxiety over immigration. The EU was created to 
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promote peace and integrate the economic systems of countries hostile to each other during 
World War II (namely Germany and France) to make it materially impossible for them to go to 
war with one another. It also aimed to guarantee the free movement of goods and capital for free 
trade between Member Countries regulated by the European Commission. The free movement of 
goods and capital necessarily requires the free movement of labor, which motivated the 
implementation of the Schengen Agreement in 1997. The Schengen Agreement instituted a 
common visa policy and abolished all border controls at mutual borders between member states. 
Three generations of the Dublin Regulation, laws that determine refugee and asylum policies, 
have regulated irregular movement in the EU since 1997. The Dublin Regulation sought to 
harmonize asylum laws through the EU and enhance efficiency in the system by determining 
which member country is responsible for processing asylum applications. It decrees that the 
member country into which the asylum seeker first enters is responsible for registering the 
application. Since 2003, this policy has been implemented through the use of a Europe-wide 
fingerprinting database to track unauthorized entrants into the EU so that asylum seekers can be 
prevented from applying for asylum in multiple member states. If entrants are found to have 
illegally crossed borders within Europe before successfully applying for asylum, they are sent 
back to their port of entry. 
 The Dublin Regulation has been rightly criticized by the European Council on Refugees 
and Exiles (ECRE) for overburdening external border regions, diminishing the chances of proper 
asylum procedure and, therefore, failing to provide adequate protections for refugees who risk 
being returned to persecution. As member states’ preparedness for influxes of migrants varies 
widely, the pressure on border regions sows dissent amongst member states and creates an 




coastal locations make them primary portals for incoming migrants, and the Dublin Regulation 
allows other countries to eschew responsibility to provide assistance or additional resources. 
Indeed, the Schengen Aggreement’s open border policies and the parameters of the Dublin 
Regulation met their limit in 2010 when the series of uprisings in the Middle East known as Arab 
Spring brought thousands of asylum seekers to European coasts. In 2011, Italy granted 25,000 
Tunisian and Libyan refugees six-month residency permits which they could use to travel freely 
across Schengen borders. France illegally blocked trains carrying Tunisian migrants across the 
Italy-France border citing “disturbances to public order”221 and requested more flexibility to 
impose temporary border control. Post-Arab Spring, the EU’s response was to propose giving 
Member States more flexibility for temporary border control. This decision is illustrative of who 
does and who does not qualify for free movement in the EU. The movement of African and 
Middle Eastern people with legal right to free movement between borders was deemed 
dangerous enough to qualify for legal exception. This incident set a precedent for the rest of 
Europe to object to the free movement or entry of Global South migrants and people of color 
using the language of policing and national security regardless of legal documentation. 
Assumptions of inherent criminality, disruption, and threat reveal the racial underpinnings of 
anti-immigrant sentiment in Europe. 
 Giorgio Agamben revisited Carl Schmitt’s idea of the state of exception after US George 
W. Bush Jr. passed The Patriot Act in 2001, authorizing indefinite detentions of immigrants, 
permitting law enforcement to search homes and businesses without consent, and permitting 
access to personal records in the name of national security. This move reinforced existing 
                                                                






American Islamophobia and made the disparate Muslim communities of the US into a newly 
reified race for the American cultural landscape. Agamben writes,  
. . . the state of exception constitutes a “point of imbalance between public law and 
political fact” (Saint-Bonnet 2001, 28) that is situated—like civil war, insurrection and 
resistance—in an “ambiguous, uncertain, borderline fringe, at the intersection the legal 
and the political” (Fontana 1999, 16). The question of borders becomes all the more 
urgent: if exceptional measure are the result of periods of political crisis and, as such, 
must be understood on political and not juridic-constitutional grounds (De Martino 1973, 
320), then they find themselves in the paradoxical position of being juridical measure that 
cannot be understood in legal terms, and the state of exception appears as the legal form 
of what cannot have legal form. On the other hand, if the law employs the exception—
that is the suspension of law itself—as its original means of referring to and 
encompassing life, then a theory of the state of exception is the preliminary condition for 
any definition of the relation that binds, and at the same time, abandons the living being 
to law.222 
 
The political fact that allowed for a suspension of law (rather than an interpretation of France’s 
actions as an illegal breach) is the cultural criminalization of black and brown migrants as 
“public disturbances” or terrorist threats. The impediment to legal movement of migrants of 
color sheds light on the second-class status of EU citizens of color and the depth of anxiety 
surrounding migrants and refugees who are abandoned to fickle, ever-shifting laws. The 
Schengen Agreement frayed in the face of colonial inheritances of white supremacy that drove 
French enterprises in Africa and the Middle East. Tunisia was a French protectorate from 1881 to 
1956. The migrants on the train were less dangerous strangers invading French territory than they 
were symbolically evocative of a shared past that European culture deems too long past to 
matter. (No European political rhetoric has substantially acknowledged the connection between 
colonial history, contemporary military intervention, and the crises driving migrants to Europe 
from the countries that are experiencing war, unrest, and other unlivable circumstances.) In Ain’t 
No Black in the Union Jack, Paul Gilroy writes of racial ideologies that rely on historical erasure:   
The idea that blacks comprise a problem, or more accurately, a series of problems, is 
                                                                




today expressed at the core of racist reasoning. It is closely related to the second idea 
which is equally pernicious, just as popular and again integral to racial meanings. This 
defines black as forever victims, objects rather than subjects, beings that feel yet lack the 
ability to think and remain incapable of considered behaviour in an active mode. The 
oscillation between black as problem and black as victim has become, today, the principal 
mechanism through which ‘race’ is pushed outside of history and into the realm of 
natural, inevitable events. This capacity to evacuate any historical dimension to black life 
remains a fundamental achievement of racist ideologies in this country. . . . Racism rests 
on the ability to contain blacks in the present, to repress and to deny the past.223 
 
Both ‘victim’ and ‘problem’ are transhistorical objectifications on a contradictory continuum that 
takes agency from both figurations. The ‘victim’ is unrepresented, abused, and in need of 
European hospitality in an extension of the colonial civilizing mission. The ‘problem’ reinforces 
the ‘need’ for the civilizing mission, as she is unable to contain her criminal impulses and must 
be regulated through incarceration and forced labor. As per Thomas Nail’s conceptualization, the 
EU’s approach has been to indirectly or directly cause the migrant’s deterritorialization and then 
regulate her movement through carceral assemblage and labor, in this case through the language 
of national security and cultural integrity.  
 The French reaction to Tunisian migrants on trains into France set the precedent for the 
sustained state of exception to the Schengen Agreement ushered by the migration crisis in 2015. 
Refugees from Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, Kosovo, Albania, Pakistan, Eritrea, Nigeria, Somalia, 
Iran, and Ukraine fled to European coasts and borders to apply for refugee status in the 
millions.224  As of 2015, European countries that have closed some or all internal borders in 
Europe include Austria, France, Denmark, Norway, and Sweden, while Estonia, Latvia, 
Macedonia, and Slovenia have or are in the process of erecting enormous border barriers to 
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prevent irregular migration.225 In 2016, a referendum in the United Kingdom known as “Brexit” 
prompted the ongoing process of its withdrawal from the EU on several grounds of which 
displeasure with open border policy is the most prominent. Arguments against immigration in 
Britain echo those made in the US and include ideas that immigrants reduce available jobs for 
economically depressed native populations and put undue pressure on public services. In short, 
the influx of Global South migrants fleeing from crisis in which the Global North has direct 
historical if not current participation destabilized the very foundations upon which the EU was 
built. The idea that the European migration crisis began in 2015 as a sudden surprise to European 
asylum systems is disingenuous at best. Contact and exchange between these regions have been 
unequal but constant since the beginning of European colonial period. Migration from Africa and 
the Middle East into Southern Europe in particular has been steadily increasing since the early 
’90s, particularly into countries whose languages are cultures are already familiar to migrant 
populations as the metropole. The explosion of migration threatens the cultural fiction of a white 
Europe. This threat has since resulted in large-scale populist uprisings and a sharp increase in 
white nationalist violence against migrants that find political alignment with governments in 
power.  
 The rendering of the colonized, the enslaved, and the forcibly exiled into objects without 
agency is an important shared context between Black Atlantic and Black Mediterranean 
epistemologies. Ida Danewid’s brilliant analysis of the fiction of white hospitality excoriates 
European logics of humanism for its framing of black migrants as simply “unlucky” and in need 
of assistance from the more fortunate. Her crucial article “White innocence in the Black 
Mediterranean: hospitality and the erasure of history” reminds us that any serious consideration 





of the migrant crisis must acknowledge that the dominance over Africa and the delegation of 
power across the colonial territories is the foundation for any pan-European identity and that 
Europe can enjoy its comparative high standard of living and social infrastructure due to colonial 
enterprises past and present.226 The presence of “black bodies” threatens a vision of white, 
European, Christian unity made possible by the domination of people of color elsewhere. The 
Black Mediterranean is a particularly rich epistemology for exploring the ways that persons-
made-object can speak themselves as subjects against this political erasure—a migritude gesture. 
Black Mediterranean narratives disrupt assumptions of culture and race as congruent with the 
borders of the nation-state, understand the Mediterranean as transhistorical borderland, and reject 
the notion of the current refugee crisis as a recent phenomenon with no historical antecedent. The 
Black Mediterranean disrobes Europe of its declared historical whiteness and deprives whiteness 
of innocence. Whereas mediation and political discourses frame Europe as the innocent 
bystander constrained to spend resources on accepting “strangers” with whom they share no 
connection, the Black Mediterranean frame thrusts the long-standing and unequal fraternity of 
region, language, culture, and belonging between Africa and Europe to the fore. I am particularly 
compelled by the oft-repeated references to familial relationships between the two coasts. This 
sense of familiarity renders the denial of these relationships and the justifications for border 
violence and atrocity particularly damning and throws into relief the limits of humanistic and 
humanitarian discourse. It is from within this very denied familiarity that the writers, filmmakers, 
and poets of Italophone migritude speak.  
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 Hakim Abderrezak names the Mediterranean a “seametery” to call attention to the 
regional specificity of the deaths of migrants coming from predominantly Muslim countries and 
that “the sea with its its associated notion of fluidity has failed to function as a stitching (seam-) 
apparatus between countries, continents, and cultures with a longstanding history of conflicts.”227 
That these tensions are long-standing is scrubbed from media coverage of the crisis. Though 
migration into Europe through Italy and deaths in the Central Mediterranean are far from new, 
clandestine crossings of the Mediterranean came onto the world radar in 2015, the deadliest year 
on record with over 5,350 estimated deaths at sea.228 Before 2015, Operation Mare Nostrum, an 
Italian naval and air rescue operation, is credited with having saved thousands of migrant lives 
on the Mediterranean. However, this humanitarian effort was immensely costly for a single EU 
state and politically unpopular in a period of rising xenophobia. Mare Nostrum was superseded 
by the European Border and Coast Guard Agency, Frontex, which implemented Operation 
Triton. The focus of Operation Triton was less on search and rescue than on border protection— 
the prevention of boats leaving African coasts. To the end of containing migration, the Italian 
state pays tens of millions of Euros to leaders in Libya and Sudan accused of massive crimes 
against humanity. The EU’s willingness to spend money on collaboration with armed militias 
and corrupt governments “elsewhere” and knowingly allowing migrants to remain detained or to 
drown in the sea signals explicit divestment from obligations to protect human rights.   
   The story of the migration crisis on the Mediterranean is one of explicit negligence and 
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the devaluation of human life, notably, black and brown life. Fishermen on the southern 
European coast fear being accused of aiding illegal migration and risk being fined for using their 
boats for unauthorized activity if they help migrant vessels in distress. In 2016, the fishermen of 
the Sicilian island of Lampedusa and a Greek fisherman on the island of Lesbos won the Nobel 
Peace Prize for choosing to pull people out of the water despite possible legal consequences. 
While European countries blamed smugglers for migrant deaths throughout the crisis, they 
continue to enact policies whose explicit aim is to prevent migrants from reaching the coasts, 
dead or alive. The co-founders of WatchtheMed Project, a participatory online map to document 
deaths and violations of migrants’ rights at sea, Charles Heller and Lorenzo Pezzani’s 2015 
eighteen-minute film essay Liquid Traces: The Left-to-Die Boat Case demystifies the opacity of 
the Mediterranean Sea as liquid killer and exposes a selective and militarized mobility regime 
composed of multiple actors who resist responsibility for assisting migrant vessels in distress, 
often leaving migrants to die in plain view.229 The video shows a digital map of the 
Mediterranean, the surface of the water swirling in the pattern of its currents. The black 
background on which it sits represents land, which foregrounds water as territory, positive space, 
rather than a mysterious expanse beyond the coasts. By assembling digital data from multiple 
surveillance technologies and comparing it with the testimony of survivors, the film reconstructs 
the trajectory of a migrant vessel famously left to float without assistance for thirteen days in 
2011. Liquid Traces charts its context starting with the Tunisian Civil War. Frontex responded to 
Tunisian unrest by increasing its presence in the area, deploying boats and aircrafts to create a 
“mobile and deterritorialized border.” Soon afterward, civil war broke out in Libya, and within 
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weeks, an international coalition “with the stated aim of preventing the loss of civilians” began a 
military intervention. The North Amercian Treaty Organization (NATO) took over the arms 
embargo and declared a maritime surveillance area off the borders of Tunisia and Libya. NATO 
employed a fleet of war ships, maritime patrol aircrafts, and, as the voiceover recounts,  
…a complex assemblage of remote sensing technologies to detect threats hidden within 
maritime traffic. These included AAS vessel tracking systems which emit a signal to 
coastal radar stations with information as to the identity, speed, and position of large 
commercial vessels. While the AIS coverage was limited off the Libyan coast, NATO 
also relied on synthetic aperture radar imagery, which emits radar signals from satellites 
snapping the surface of the Earth according to their orbit. The returns of large vessels 
appear as bright pixels on the sea’s dark surface. Through such technologies, the sea’s 
liquid waves are supplemented by a constantly pulsating sea of electromagnetic waves.230 
 
Migration increased as violence intensified in both nations and on their borders, leading to a 
record number of deaths at sea under NATO’s digital gaze. One 10-meter-long boat took off from 
the Libyan coast on March 27, 2011. This is the boat whose trajectory Liquid Traces charts with 
a white line on the blue water, surrounded by a moving body of bright pixels representing 
neighboring vessels.  
 Passengers on the boat were able to communicate their location to the Italian Coast 
Guard. The Italian Coast Guard, the Maltese Coast Guard, NATO, and every commercial and 
fishing vessel in the Sicilian channel received a signal every four hours, and no actors responded, 
though a signal was sent out every four hours for the next ten days. The boat floated without fuel 
positioned inside NATO’s maritime surveillance area, just outside of the area which Italy and 
Malta are responsible for search and rescue. Over the course of thirteen days, this migrant vessel 
twice encountered what is believed to be a NATO helicopter. The first time, it photographed the 
                                                                






boat and left, behavior consistent with NATO’s policy of vessel identification and minimal 
assistance in cases of migrant distress. Days later, what appeared to be the same helicopter 
hovered over them and dropped eight bottles of water and some biscuits. Reluctant to face 
accusations of illegal activity, fisherman’s boats abandoned them, often sailing away fast enough 
to almost capsize the boat. One Tunisian fisherman boat told them they were four hours away 
from Lampedusa but did not go further to help them. None of the commercial vessels accounted 
for by AAS data diverted its course to rescue passengers in distress, as is their duty. The vessels 
recorded nearby, which included several military boats, were within two hours of the migrant 
vessel. By the time half the passengers on the boat were dead and the rest were drinking sea 
water and their own urine, they encountered a military vessel. Despite witnessing their suffering, 
the military vessel made a rotation around the boat, taking several pictures, and left without 
offering any assistance. The boat washed ashore in Zliten, Libya with only eleven passengers 
alive. One woman died on the beach, and another man died in prison during the survivors’ five- 
day incarceration upon reaching the Libyan shore. Despite various efforts, none of these actors 
faced legal consequences for neglect or murder. 231 
 This is the invisible hand of border regime left outside of mainstream media narratives of 
the migration crisis. Also missing from these narratives is the economic benefit reaped from the 
migrant vulnerability. The complex, concentric economic networks playing tug of war with 
human lives is poorly understood, and little covered. Smugglers, who were made into the 
primary bogeymen in official rhetoric, provided a service illegally that could not exist legally, as 
acquiring visas to Europe was rendered impossible due to geopolitical conflict, destitution, and 
displacement. In some reports, smugglers describe themselves as providing a humanitarian 





service, though the cost to migrant families can be enormous. (This is also surprising because of 
the wealth of reports that show that they are responsible for extreme violence against migrants on 
boats, trucks, and in detention centers, often targeting women and children.) That they are part of 
a vast network of capitalist corruption in which many official actors are complicit is explored 
only in long form journalistic articles that reach a sliver of the reading public. As Ben Taub 
writes for The New Yorker, “Across Africa and the Middle East, the demand for smugglers is 
greater than ever, as tens of millions of people flee war, starvation, and oppression. For people 
living in transit countries—the drivers, the fixers, the translators, the guards, the shopkeepers, 
the hawala brokers, the bookkeepers, the police officers, the checkpoint runners, the bandits—
business has never been more profitable.”232 On both sides of the Mediterranean, enormous 
criminal networks reap massive profits from the money migrants pay to cross and from their 
debts and labor once they arrive.  
 Today, the same corruption rings that trafficked migrants to European shores are now 
keeping migrants from leaving Libya. The case covered by Liquid Traces caused outrage at the 
time of its reporting, whereas now these reports have become routine fodder for discussion about 
Southern European politics and the future of the EU. Current Deputy Prime Minister of Italy and 
Minister of the Interior Matteo Salvini has transformed the landscape and not only for Italy. He is 
the most important politician in Italy and one of the most influential in Europe. The far-right 
political party once known as Lega-Nord was distinctly regionalist and advocated for the 
creation of a federal state consisting of the northern regions of Italy. They dreamed of a 
sovereign Padania, their name for the region around the River Po. Lega Nord has been derisive 
of Rome’s economic dominance, of southern Italians, and of immigrants, women, and the 
                                                                





LGBTQIA+ community. However, Salvini has done away with the party’s secessionist roots and 
united the country’s right-wing population under the banner of a new nationalist project that 
makes bombastic Eurosceptic claims, opposes all immigration, and expresses populist sentiments 
that call for a “return” to a white, Christian Italy.233 “Salvinismo,” a term that has emerged to 
refer to his ideologies and their extremity, has the reduction of immigrants as its primary aim, 
and there are few issues as impactful on European elections since the migration crisis as 
immigration policy. The result has been a series of policies that make migrants, immigrants, and 
people of color in Italy more vulnerable to displacement and incarceration in the name of re-
allocating funds for native Italians while the rest of Europe follows in the same direction in a 
domino effect that empties EU laws entirely of their content and spirit.  
 We must look no further than the controversial case around Umberto Diciotti that has 
dominated political discourse throughout Salvini’s tenure to see how illegal human rights 
violations quickly become the political norm. On the 16th of August 2018, Salvini prevented the 
docking of an Italian coast guard boat, the Umberto Diciotti, on the Italian coast after it had 
saved 177 migrants, mostly from Eritrea, in international waters near the coast of Malta. Malta 
refused to take responsibility and is not authorized to receive Italian coast guard boats, so the 
Diciotti attempted to dock in Catania. It had to anchor and remain on the water with all of its 
passengers because Salvini ordered that the migrants not be allowed to disembark until other 
countries took responsibility for their asylum processing. The ship stood for five days before 
they were allowed to disembark. Salvini’s order constituted a violation of international law on 
human rights and of the Italian Constitution which enshrines the right to personal liberty.234 His 
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order sparked calls for a trial charging him with kidnapping. However, when Senate met to 
decide whether he would go to trial, 232 senators voted to protect Salvini’s parliamentary 
immunity and claimed that any choice he made was representative of the entire government’s 
decision in the interest of the Italian people. He has since closed waters to non-governmental 
organization (NGO) rescue vessels and has stranded many boats at sea, prompting several other 
neighboring countries to follow suit.235  
 Italian, Maltese, and Greek officials have launched criminal investigations against small 
charities that attempt rescue missions on the Mediterranean, often impeding their boats. In 
January 2019, the Sea-Watch 3, a rescue ship run by a small German charity, was ignored or 
refused for two weeks until Malta agreed to take them in. News that once was harrowing has 
now been normalized as common practice. These are only some of the strategies that have 
brought migration down to 10% of what it was in 2015 allowing for the claim that the migration 
crisis is “resolved.”236 The consequences are myriad, the two most obvious being that huge 
numbers of people fleeing civil war, persecution, climate change, and poverty are being detained 
in abusive conditions or drowning in the Mediterranean. Human trafficking rings and detention 
centers on both sides of the Mediterranean continue to commit human rights violations that go 
unnoticed and unrecorded. The sources of civil war and unrest that prompted the wave of 
migration since 2014 have not abated but reporting from the European point of view celebrates 
the massive drop in arrivals and fuel Salvini and other anti-immigrant leaders’ popularity.  
 In his approach to migration, Salvini’s track record thus far is an extreme version of 
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Silvio Berlusconi’s. In 2009, Berlusconi made a deal with Libyan leader Muammar al-Qaddafi in 
which Italy invested in Libyan infrastructure in exchange for collaboration in keeping migrants 
from leaving Libya, a deal that resulted in summary returns of migrants without assessment of 
eligibility for refugee status and long, indeterminate waits in various forms of degrading states of 
detainment, including closure in prisons and trucks. Dagmawi Yimer’s documentary Come Un 
Uomo Sulla Terra (Like a Man on Earth) identifies Kufra as Libya’s primary deportation site 
where smugglers and guards force migrants to pay large bribes for their release and often end up 
back where they started, suffering beatings, rape, and other forms of torture.237 That agreement 
between Italy and Libya collapsed with the ousting of Qaddafi in 2011, and the civil war that 
followed prompted a surge in migration to Italy once again. In the early years of the migration 
crisis, some European countries, Germany in particular, took in many refugees, relaxed policies 
for asylum seekers who had crossed into them illegally, and sometimes refused to send asylum 
seekers back to Italy or Greece where reception conditions allegedly violated of human rights 
law. Since then, compelled by the results, Salvini’s party has applied Berlusconian logic to 
reducing migration in Europe. Italian Coast Guards are training Libyan Coast Guards. Libyan 
armed militias are collaborating with the Italian government to keep migrants on shore and 
detain them rather than allowing any boats onto the water; Italy offers “vehicles, boats and 
salaries in exchange for cooperation.”238 The New York Times reports, “But the ministers also 
agreed to new funding for United Nations programs to help the estimate 400,000 migrants 
stranded in Libya, many of whom are being kept in filthy detention centers where abuse and 
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exploitation are rife. The International Organization for Migration has documented cases of 
enslavement in some places, while Doctors Without Borders recently decried in an open letter 
the awful condition in the camps.”239 In short, Europe is happy to throw money at the problem 
and at the criticism of the problem. Turning a blind eye to continued human rights abuses and the 
plight of asylum seekers has proven to be the preferred solution to more collaborative structures 
of the management of refugees. The policies suggest that once migrants are out of sight and off 
the Mediterranean horizon, they are out of mind.   
 However, the problem is hardly out of sight in Italy, and Salvini’s party is ensuring that 
immigration is never out of mind. Salvini did away with humanitarian protection status, a two-
year permit that grants those who cannot receive refugee status or be sent home the ability to 
work, which is held by thousands of people in Italy. This creates a vacuum that will inevitably 
result in mass homelessness due to the legal tether between work and housing. It will also 
increase the sheer number of homeless undocumented migrants struggling to leave the country, 
given that the government clearly does not have the resources to find, identify, and deport them. 
Salvini has also suspended the refugee application process for anyone with a criminal history and 
stripped naturalized subjects of their citizenship if they were ever convicted on terrorist charges 
in Italy. Salvini has also ordered the destruction of several illegal migrant settlements in places 
like Castelnuovo del Porto in Rome, Gioia Taura in Calabria, and San Ferdinando, also in 
Southern Italy. Displaced and left without protections within Italy, migrants become a self-
replenishing source of cheap labor for criminal organizations. The Italian Mafia profits from the 
recruitment of migrants for illegal labor, including: drug, weapon, and sex trafficking; 
prostitution run by Nigerian trafficking groups; and agricultural work picking citrus or harvesting 





tomatoes. As reported by The Guardian, an alleged criminal boss was caught on wire tap 
boasting that migrant labor was “more profitable than drugs.”240 The conditions for this labor are 
hard, humiliating, and have unmistakable parallels to historical tales of slavery and indenture in 
the Americas and the Caribbean. More reports reveal appalling breaches of human rights in the 
centers of reception often likened to concentration camps. Further investigations reveal networks 
of corruption that reach state levels, where monies intended for asylum seekers and asylum 
centers are pocketed. In a country where working against the mafia earns deep respect and 
creates opportunity for upward political mobility, it pays to frame migration as a criminal issue 
rather than a humanitarian one.   
 Indeed, Salvini’s party blames all of Italy’s social problems—unemployment, inadequate 
housing, crime, and disease—on immigration. This explicit anti-immigrant stance as emboldened 
far-right extremism that the dominant parties of Italy have barely criticized. The most prominent 
and hotly discussed example is of the shooting rampage that took place in Macerata in February 
2018. Far-right extremist Luca Traini, a member and former local candidate of Lega Nord, 
carried out a drive-by shooting which wounded six African migrants. He reportedly climbed a 
fascist monument with an Italian flag draped around his shoulders and raised his arm in a fascist 
salute at the moment of his arrest following the attack. Photos show a neo-Nazi tattoo on his 
face. He claims that the attack was revenge for the death of Pamela Mastropietro, a young 
woman whose dismembered body was found in two suitcases days earlier. A Nigerian asylum 
seeker with expired papers, Innocent Oseghale, was charged and arrested for her murder. Salvini 
responded to Traini’s terrorist attack with perfunctory remarks about violence and followed with 
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claims that immigration is to blame for this kind of social unrest. With these issues putting 
enormous pressure on Europe with upcoming parliamentary elections in May 2019, the 
landscape of Europe is bound to shift, and the prospects are grim. The need for Black 
Mediterranean migritude cultural production and resistance movements is now that much more 
acute and migritude literature itself more vital.  
 
The Mediterranean Borderzone as Transhistorical Contact Zone 
 
 The epistemologies of the Black Mediterranean make the false fluidity of the 
Mediterranean visible. Abderrezak writes of the chromatization of the Mediterranean in turns of 
phrase that reframe it in the cultural imaginary. For migrants, he writes,  
. . . la Grande Bleue” (The Big Blue) is synonymous with warfare because of patrols and 
military ships that sustained the wall made of the sea and sky fused in an effort to fortify 
further Fortress Europe. The sea has ceased to be the body of water whose homogenous 
and harmonious blueness signifies and undisturbed natural continuum. Stained by 
drowned and bloody corpses, it is no longer the element of unity and peace that is central 
to its Arabic name “the White Sea of the Middle” . . . in current times, and amid the the 
European stance on the handling of South-to-North human migratory movements, it is 
possible to see the Medierranean’s “white” in a different light. This is to be understood 
both in racial and symbolic terms. Indeed, Europe is eager to keep the sea white, not 
brown or black. Additionally, Europe is eager to keep the sea white, not brow or black. 
Additionally, though white is the color of such happy events as weddings and though it 
symbolized purity in various societies (including in the Maghreb), it is also the color of 
each and mourning in Islamic cultures.241  
 
 By extension, the notion of a Black Mediterranean gestures to Paul Gilroy, to the death of 
black persons in its waters, and to middle passage while also re-framing the Mediterranean as 
belonging to an African and Middle Eastern story whose protagonists are black and brown. The 
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Black Mediterranean understands the European migration crisis and Italian racial capitalism as 
the product of transhistorical European domination and destabilization of African and Middle 
Eastern political stability, agricultural and industrial markets, and environment. Though the 
Black Mediterranean is inspired by and in dialogue with the Black Atlantic, it is hardly 
derivative. The reach and impact of Italophone migritudes and the Black Mediterranean also 
differ from its Anglophone antecedents due to their comparative isolation. Studies of Black 
Atlantic cultural production often make reference to the connections and exchange writers and 
artists of the Harlem Renaissance enjoyed with writers and artists of the Francophone négritude 
movement. The relationship between the two, with cross-influences between the likes of Leopold 
Senghor, Aimé Césaire, and Leon Dumas and Claude McKay, Langston Hughes, and Richard 
Wright, is richly documented. Artists and activists of the Black Mediterranean have this global 
archive as inheritance and influence and draw from these traditions to forge their own works, 
often without recognition in the Anglophone or Francophone worlds. It is also crucial to note that 
continental Europe’s colonization of Africa and transatlantic slave trade produce different 
existential conditions and require nuanced analyses of how property, labor, and the viability of 
the Afro-Pessimist theory of social death might be thought of in the context of contemporary 
postcolonial black life in Europe. The power relations that organize labor, property, violence, and 
the possibilities for social life and alternative subjectivities in the Black Mediterranean differ 
substantially. Prominent Black Mediterranean scholar Camilla Hawthorne points out in her 
article “In Search of Black Italia” that one of the most obvious differences between Black 
Atlantic and Black Mediterranean identities has to do with the strong identification that black 
European subjects feel with postcolonial African histories. They are not only black and 




multiple languages, consuming foods from both cultures, and feeling affective attachment to both 
the site of loss and the site of agonistic residence. Unlike France, England, or the US, the 
challenge to the notion that blackness and Italianness are mutually exclusive is relatively recent, 
stoked by the spike in hate crimes against black people across Italy. Hawthorne’s rich 
scholarship discusses the use of the language of #BlackLivesMatter in black resistance 
movements in Italy that spring up around these incidents. She articulates how the historical and 
geographical specificities of Italy require different approaches to thinking the formation of 
blackness in Italy and its radical politics of liberation. African Italians are not products of 
historical enslavement on Italian territory, but African migrants are subjected to slave-like 
conditions on citrus farms and other agricultural sites in southern Italy. African Italians do not 
share the African American context of disproportionate rates of mass incarceration, but they can 
connect this American tradition with indefinite detainment in centri d’accoglienza, or camps 
where irregular migrants are held as carceral assemblages, together with the criminalization of 
blackness, otherness, and migration. Perhaps most significantly for letteratura della migrazione, 
the connection that African Italians often feel to their countries of origin and to pan-African 
identities do not have equivalents in African American movements.  
 Often, affinities to African nations that are also former colonies manifest in letteratura 
della migrazione in the postcolonial literary move of “writing back” to empire. To understand the 
context for the narratives of letteratura della migrazione, it is important to understand the 
postcolonial relationship between Italy and Africa and the ways that Italian laws and policies are 
constructed to suppress both colonial pasts and the multicultural present of the Italian 
geographical and cultural landscape. Modern narratives of “Italianness” deny the dramatic 




Many are the historical texts that trace ancient contact, trade, war, and influence between the 
Africa and Southern Europe. Cedric J Robinson explores these ancient connections through the 
modern period in Black Marxism and finds in Italian capitalists of the 15th century the material 
scaffold for the early trans-Atlantic slave trade. Bankers from Genoa, Milan, Florence, and 
Venice colonized Portugal’s economy, eventually provided the capital that allowed the English 
monarchy to survive “civil war, court intrigues, and a fractious aristocratic class, funded 
Christopher Columbus’ exploits, and ultimately provided both the means and the logic for the 
use of African slaves on colonial plantations.”242 In his foreword to Robinson’s important 
treatise, Robin D. G. Kelly credits it with reminding us that “the exorcising of the Black 
Mediterranean is about the fabrication of Europe as a discrete, racially pure entity solely 
responsible for modernity, on the one hand, and the fabrication of the Negro, on the other.”243 
The forced subjugation and transport of Africans in the service of European capitalism and 
identity is Mediterranean at its source, but the modern investment in institutional forgetting 
scrubs Italy from the history of racial capitalism. As Robinson and Kelly’s work indicate, one 
could begin tracing this relationship in ancient periods, but for the purpose of my argument and 
the scope of the chapter, I begin with the formation of modern Italy and the role of blackness in 
the logic of its nation building.  
 
 Italy’s unification in 1861, referred to as il Risorgimento, or “the resurgence,” referring to 
a romantic notion of patriotic renaissance after the fall of imperial Rome and the consequent loss 
of unified political identity and sovereignty in the region. A long and tumultuous series of 
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revolutionary movements and wars resulted in the political unification of several small states that 
shared geography and religion but were extremely disparate in culture and language. Great 
economic disparity between the north and the south vexed the nation then as it does now. The 
Italian south and the two major islands of Sicily and Sardinia, known as Mezzogiorno, remain 
largely agricultural, while the north grew industrialized and urban through the 20th century. The 
resulting economic instability, disenfranchisement, and racialization referred to as “The Southern 
Question,” which continues to shape social, political, and cultural life in Italy in the present. In 
their brilliant introduction to Postcolonial Italy: Challenging National Homogeneity, Christina 
Lombardi-Diop and Caterina Romeo remind us that Mezzogiorno can be read as a colonial 
extension of the Italian North at the time of Unification. This reading allows for an 
understanding of how postcoloniality operates as an epistemology not only across the 
dichotomies of metropole-periphery or white vs. non-white binary but “as an expression of 
subalternity from within the nation-state, and therefore away from traditional geographies of 
power.”244 This understanding of colonial relation also allows me to clarify that the hybridity, 
syncretism, and multiculturalism that Italian national discourse attempts to disavow and that the 
authors I discuss espouse as a value is not characterized, in practice, by comfortable cohabitation 
or egalitarianism. The postcolonial and multicultural Italy described by Italian migrant writers is 
hardly utopic. Instead, it throws into relief an undeniable matrix of difference and movement that 
is so constitutive of Italian history and culture that the relationship between blood, race, and 
belonging is revealed as a farce.  
 Italians themselves have a long and multifaceted history of emigration. From the mid-
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nineteenth century through the 1960s, large groups left Italy for greater economic prospects 
elsewhere in Europe and to the US, where Italians were stigmatized as unemployable due to poor 
temperament and criminal natures and were racialized as non-white. The desire at home to mark 
Italy as a first world country and, therefore, white was best and most quickly achieved through 
the subjugation of black Africans, whom the slave trade had rendered the embodiment of 
Otherness and inferior in the European imagination. By the beginning of of World War I in 1914, 
Italy acquired present-day Eritrea, Somalia, and Libya. In 1887 and again in 1895, the Ethiopian 
Empire had defeated Italy, deeply bruising Italy’s national ego. Benito Mussolini and his fascist 
government set out to remedy the humiliation of being the only colonial power defeated in Africa 
by native troops. Recycling rhetoric around Italy’s imperial glory, Mussolini launched the second 
invasion of Ethiopia again in 1935 and emerged successful. This created Italian East Africa, with 
which Italy could compete with the rest of colonial Europe. Outside of Africa, Italy also boasted 
the occupied territories of Albania and the Dodecanese Islands off the coast of Turkey.  
 Intrinsic to the manufacture of Italian whiteness and the erasure of Italy’s colonial 
violences is the concept of “Italiani brava gente,” a cultural term describing the intrinsic 
goodness of Italian people often used to suppress the more disconcerting realities of Italian 
intervention elsewhere and xenophobia at home. In his furious article, “Italians, the ‘Good 
People’: Reflections on National Self-Representation in Contemporary Italian Debates on 
Xenophobia and War,” Paolo Favero describes how the term came to circulate after Italy’s initial 
failures. The shame of defeat was mitigated through a claim that, despite violent tactics, Italy had 
no colonial intentions but meant only to bring civilization, unlike its less moral European 
counterparts. Favero describes how the idea of “Italiani brava gente” operates in modern Italian 




persecuted the Jews and that those who supported him were not representative of the will of the 
people.245 The concept of “Italiani brava gente” endures in the contemporary Italian imaginary 
when the colonial past is evoked.  
 That colonialism can be papered over at all is also made possible due to a unique process 
of decolonization. The 1947 Paris Peace Treaty forced Italy to renounce its colonial empire, but 
technically, these colonies had already been lost. Italy was defeated by the British Army in East 
Africa in 1941 and in Libya in 1943, the same year that the Germany Army took over Albania 
and the Dodecanese Islands. However, Italy retained a trusteeship in Somalia from 1949 to 1960 
and controlled Libya on an economic level through 1970.246 Italian colonization was not 
overthrown by wars of resistance but waned over time with the demise of Fascism. Italy lost all 
of its colonies after the end of World War II. That one rarely hears of Italy as a former colonizer 
is a product of deliberate obfuscation. Lombardi-Diop and Romeo explain how the omission of 
evidence of colonial violence is motivated by the desire to rehabilitate the national image after 
World War II. Expropriation, forced displacement, internment, brutal military retaliation, the 
illegal use of poison gas, and apartheid measures are all scrubbed from the public domain with 
the participation of the media and the cultural establishment. This, Lombardi-Diop and Romeo 
write, allows for an understanding of Italy as a culturally and ethnically homogenous country and 
prevented Italian society from “processing the meaning and import of the colonial experience, 
thus deferring the development of a postcolonial consciousness.”247 The conspicuous absence of 
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this colonial history from public education and cultural production subsumes the long historical 
relationship of cultural exchange between Italy and its former African colonies, obscures the 
context for the presence of postcolonial migrants in Italy, and excuses the lack of recognition and 
responsibility for the contexts for African and Middle Eastern migrations to Europe across the 
Mediterranean.248  
 The reframing of Italy as a postcolonial nation in Lombardi-Diop and Romeo’s work 
dovetails with the concerns of letteratura della migrazione, which often also narrates the 
relationship between Africa and Italy as a continuum for which the postcolonial frame is not like 
that of other European histories. Alessandra Di Maio emphasizes that the Black Mediterranean 
should not be read simply as the historical root of the production of racial capitalism as per 
Cedric J. Robinson’s analysis but as a history of transhistorical exchange that serves as a context 
for black life in Southern Europe (and for the anti-black racism that undergirds the logic of 
Fortress Europe). The erasures of history are felt viscerally in Italian quotidian life. In a ominous, 
prescient move, Rima Al-Azar writes her review of Italian immigration policy through the 
metaphor of water in 2006: “This is the common way of describing immigration in the media,” 
she writes, “a destructive, uncontrollable body of water that invades a country, changes its 
society, corrodes its culture, and drowns the jobs available to local people.”249 She explains that 
Italy had no laws to address the existence of foreigners before the 1980s. Laws emerged and 
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became increasingly the subject of public debates as Italy came under pressure to restrict illegal 
immigration, ironically, in order to become a full member of the Schengen Agreement in 1998. 
The Turco-Napolitano Law of 1998 created a procedure for legal residency and allowed 
foreigners to come to Italy before they found employment, allowed for access to health services 
and family reunification, and separated humanitarian issues from immigration policy issues. 
However, media tycoon and politician Silvio Berlusconi’s 2001 election win focalized the 
interests of the far-right party.  
 One of the most consequential immigration laws was drafted in 2002 amending the 1998 
immigration laws and introducing new clauses that continue to prevent the integration of 
foreigners in Italy. The infamous Bossi-Fini law (no. 189) introduced strict quotas, mandatory 
employer-immigrant contracts, and harsher deportation practices. The new law required that 
immigrants have job contracts before entering Italy and placed enormous power and 
responsibility on the employer, who must guarantee housing and take responsibility for rent. This 
law linked work contracts to residence in a single contract known as permesso di soggiorno, 
literally “a permit to stay,” creating a large underground economy of seasonal work and 
temporary living situations that grew into ghettoization and slums run by employers with no 
intention of granting their workers papers. That no employer is able to regularize an immigrant 
worker if they have received a prior deportation order also traps migrants who receive them, 
forcing them to go underground and accept even more exploitative work and dangerous living 
situations. Bossi-Fini creates an impasse: one cannot receive documentation without a work 
contract, and one cannot receive a work contract without documentation. Rather than regulating 
the landscape of migrant labor, the law guarantees a massive black market.  




lives of migrants and of the landscape of race, ethnicity, labor, and possibilities of conviviality in 
Italy. She, too, points out the ways in which immigration policy is framed as a police issue and a 
national security problem. Employers found in breach of the law are fined by the police. Parati 
writes, “[M]igration presented itself as a place issue in the text of the law and the migrant was an 
entity to be policed by native people whose relationship with ‘others’ is related by official public-
security reports. …Also, by employing the military to halt people-trafficking suggests that the 
main ‘victim’ is the threatened nation and not the often desperate people who are being exploited 
by traffickers.”250 Framing immigration as a national and public security issue resulted in 
cooperation with other countries in stemming the flow of migrants from their shores, introducing 
quotas and making deals presumably to discourage migration.251 As Parati explains, this 
structuring of immigration law and policy betrays a fundamental lack of understanding of 
migration as a continuous, global flow whose subjects have always become part of the ever-
shifting fabric of Italian life. However, Lega Nord saw itself as the party that protects Northern 
wealth and assumes a racially homogenous past under threat from migration. Parati writes,  
Migration laws function in a time frame that deals solely with today: they become 
difficult to modify and are already obsolete the moment they are implemented. . . . the 
industries that produce textiles, leather goods, and food in the North . . . could not 
function without the labor force that immigrants constitute. That those native Italians 
relying on migrant workers to keep production at such successful levels are also the ones 
who have both into Bossi’s anti-immigration policy is a phenomenon without a rational 
explanation. The result is an attempt to receive the migrant as a worker who should erase 
‘itself’ after the hours of production as ‘it’ can only be accepted as a ‘what’ in order to be 
efficiently used. Bossi’s success is grounded on deliberate support for the functionality of 
such a paradox. The migrant exists to produce in a cultural and legal context that restricts 
his/her right to integrate outside the workspace. Consequently, his or her duty to produce 
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is accompanied by a duty not to reproduce, have a family, and occupy a cultural 
space.”252  
 
Italy is extremely reliant on irregular labor for its economy and for the domestic lifestyles of 
native Italians. The Bossi-Fini law acknowledged this by allowing one non-native domestic 
worker, usually women, per household. These workers are referred to as COLFs, or 
collaboratrici domestiche, literally “domestic collaborators.” Parati criticizes this practice as one 
that declares the failure of the Italian health and welfare system that sees immigration as the only 
solution to maintain the Western lifestyle to which native Italians have become accustomed.253 
Similarly, many of the debates and protests around irregular immigration between political 
parties in Italy have less to do with human rights and the right to amnesty and more to do with 
the ways immigration laws fail to cater to voters who rely on migrant labor for their homes and 
businesses to run. For migrant labor to sustain Italy without recognition of migrant humanity, the 
‘it’-ness of racialized others is maintained through alarmist media discourses and the 
normalization of othering. Alessandra Di Maio points out the ways in which people of color are 
equated with their origins and their means of survival in common parlance:   
Many epithets have been invented to refer to the newcomers: extracomunitari (literally, 
people, individuals from outside the European Community), vu cumpra’ (literally, would 
you like to buy something?), scafista (refers to the people involved in human trafficking 
by sea, derived from scafi, boats), badante (home nurse, from badare, to look after), and 
many others. . . . particular nationalities have become the repository for associated 
characteristics. Marocchino is not only somebody from Morocco, but every immigrant 
with a darker complexion. Filippina refers not only to a woman from the Philippines, but 
to any maid who is not a native Italian. Even the term immigrato—by far the most 
frequent appellative in the media . . . has been subjected to a semantic shift, referring to 
every newcomer, independent of their juridical status. Thus, refugees, asylum seekers, 
season migrant workers, and naturalized citizens are frequently and indiscriminately 
referred to as immigrato. In fact, the immigrant is not a juridical figure in Italy, but rather 
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a socially . . . mass-media constructed persona—or, more accurately, what sociologist 
Alessandro Dal Lago refers to as a non-persona.254 
   
The emphasis on darker skin and forms of menial labor that have become the purview of migrant 
workers operates to distance native Italians from ethnic difference and forms of work deemed 
“lower.” Alessandro Dal Lago’s work draws attention to Italy’s profound resistance to opening 
its doors to “others” and the tendency, on the right and the left, to look down upon societies that 
are not rich or deemed white inside and outside of Italy, restricting who qualifies as a “person” to 
the unmarked white, rich European citizen from economically dominant areas of European 
nations.255 Other epithets, like “morto di fame,” which translates literally to “dead from hunger” 
are also associated with darker skins and are used rather liberally across political spheres to 
reject any association with the possibility of widespread poverty. Anxieties about the loss of a 
glorified imperial past work their way into the words used to describe someone hired to care for 
an elderly father. Here, a sinister reading of Benedict Anderson’s notion of imagined community 
applies, showing how the use of these quotidian languages creates an understanding of the strict 
parameters of belonging in public space regardless of what changes take place in the law. An 
extracomunitario, by this logic, is identified as outside of the community by default, and 
therefore a “non-person.” Non-persons include, in this list, those who sell good on the streets (vu 
cumpra’), those who care for children and the elderly, and refugees and asylum seekers who 
come across the Mediterranean to save their lives from war and persecution, environmental 
disaster, or economic struggle.  
 In summary, political belonging and cultural insiderism on a local scale revolve around 
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transhistorical racial ideologies. Gilroy notes the same in his theorization of the Black Atlantic, 
claiming that ethnic difference is so maximized that “it distinguishes people from one another 
and at the same time acquires incontestable priority over all other dimensions of their social and 
historical experience, cultures, and identities.”256 Just as “their ain’t no black in the Union Jack,” 
Gilroy’s title for his exploration of the relationship between race and nation, it is in these 
insiderisms that blackness and Italianness are made mutually exclusive in the European 
imaginary. Narratives of all migration and African migration in particular tend to frame black 
bodies as threats to the national body, or figures around which to feel charitable pity that activate 
discussions of human rights, but do not manifest in changes in law, policy, or language. The 
humanity of migrants is entirely absent from these discourses, and the lack is perhaps in its 
highest gear when the press must address hate crimes that leave migrants in Italy dead. Migrant 
voices are absent from the press and from the laws, unable to name themselves or appear outside 
of the context of criminalization or death.  
 This is one of the primary valences that the frame of postcolonial studies cannot fully 
account for in the study of migritude literatures. While letteratura della migrazione is often read 
within this frame (and given that the word migrazione in its very categorization participates in 
the separation of colonial history and contemporary migration crisis), this literature writes from a 
particular consciousness that expresses, to re-iterate Patel, “the voices of a generation of 
migrants who speak unapologetically, lyrically, for themselves.”257 They do not only appropriate 
Italian to make the language their own, but own it as much or more than any other language. 
They make of Italian a migrant language, an African language spoken by people on the African 
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continent long before modern migrant influxes, and an Afro-Italian language that fluctuates and 
evolves with each generation of migration into the language. These literatures give voice to the 
bodies upon which epithets are grafted and descriptions abound decrying them as criminal 
hordes threatening the body of the nation with disease or as cadavers whose bodies then carry the 
consciousness of the first world, inspiring acts of commemoration and grief without action to 
protect more deaths from following. This migritude literature writes itself into the “Italian 
family” while describing its place outside of it, both in protest and in pride, using the poetics of 
their work to express the inextricability of the routes of their subjectivity from one another in 







Chapter Four:  
Migritude Ambivalence: The Body and Belonging 
Cristina Ali Farah and Igiaba Scego’s Italia Meticcia 
 
 
Al telefono gli ho detto "Frà non fa per te" 
Hai mamma e due fratelli, kho c'est pas la peine 
Allah ti dà la forza, andek el potentiel 
Ma non ne vuol sapere fugge dalla misère 
Lui guarda me, le mie Nike Air e pensa che 
Sia easy fare il cash ma non sa che cosi non è 
E finirà come gli altri a fare *wesh wesh, bang bang*, lo sa. . . 
 
—Ghali, from “Mamma” 
 
 
 This chapter explores work by two prominent female authors of letteratura della 
migrazione, Cristina Ali Farah and Igiaba Scego, which expresses the “compass of suffering” 
particular to the Somali migrant condition in Italy. Farah’s novel Madre Piccola (Little Mother) 
(2007) follows the lives of a global community of Somali migrants as they re-construct their 
lives multiple times in new places after they escape civil war in Somalia. She writes in Italian 
and foregrounds the experiences of Somali migrant women who ultimately find home and family 
in Rome, Italy. The novel highlights the challenges to marriage and motherhood produced by 
migration. Farah writes “from the place of movement,” placing characters in a variety of 
European cities, often in transit between locations and cultural interpellations. The “pull” of the 
postcolonial nation described by Ayo Coly is seen in Little Mother through the character 
Domenica Axad, a half-Italian and half-Somali migrant woman who must negotiate her two 
“sides” and how both come with patriarchal expectations that curtail her freedoms. The female 
body and its regulation by the state is at the heart of this novel, as passports, legal and religious 
marriage and divorce processes, and pregnancy shape where characters can live, with whom, and 




through the regulation of the body in the form of pressures to wear or not wear hijabs, makeup, 
and Western clothing, drink, work for money, and marry. Bodies are sites upon which cultural 
identity and belonging are negotiated in particularly gendered ways.  
 While Farah explores the “pull” of Somalia on the Somali migrant in Europe, Igiaba 
Scego’s work explores the “pull” of Italian assimilation on the Somali woman in Italy. I look at 
her short stories “Dismatria” and  “Salsicce” (“Sausages”) from the anthology Pecore Nere 
(2012) her novel Adua (2015) and her memoir La mia casa é dove sono (2012) to show how she 
contends with the relationship between the lived experience of the black female body in Italy and 
the biopolitical regulation of non-white subjects in a country committed to erasing its colonial 
past while indulging fetishistic colonial nostalgia. Scego’s writing also explores the queerness of 
the migrant body, the functions of disclosure in the dynamics of hybrid identity, and the 
centrality of food as a conduit through which to understand the cultural constitution of the 
migrant’s material body. Both authors chart a phenomenology of movement and (un)belonging 
that throws into relief how family, community, and the body are reconfigured by migration. They 
write polyvocal texts that manipulate monologue to enter, disturb, and expand the scope of the 
Italian language, and re-valorize the orality of Somali languages. Their “mixed” linguistic forms 
express the “mixed” subject-positions of the authors and characters: half-African, half-Italian, 
Afro-Italian or Italo-African, or half-black and half-white. Farah and Scego question dominant 
discursive configurations of what it means to belong with particular attention given to the impact 
of immigration law on survival and identity from anti-racist feminist perspectives.  
 Though I look at the “pull” of the postcolonial nation and the “pull” of the “host” nation 
in Farah and Scego’s works respectively, I do so to highlight that both interpellations manifest in 




belonging.” Parati theorizes migrant belonging and brings the fields of affect theory and 
Italophone migrant literature together in Migrant Writers and Urban Space in Italy. She explores 
ambivalence and belonging in migrant narratives to show how the presence of migrants 
“remaps” the bodies of Italian cities into multicultural, pluralistic spaces. She identifies in 
migrant writing what she calls a “felt politics,” a politics that is felt in and with the body that 
transforms space into an abstract quantity infused with affective meanings of love, allegiance, 
discomfort and disgust, all of which constitute a form of belonging unlike formalized citizenship. 
She calls this “affective citizenship” and discusses how critique is an element of attachment—a 
combination of positive and negative feelings—that suggests a form of belonging within 
Italianità, what it means to be Italian.258  
 Pivoting on Parati’s notion of affective citizenship, this chapter explores the desire for 
belonging and its associated belongings through the “felt politics” of Farah and Scego’s writing. 
However, I reverse the focal point from the bodies of Italian cities to the bodies of migrants as 
sites of meaning-making, transformation, and regulation. I am also compelled by the “body” of 
the texts that these two authors create with their use of language and structure.  
Both use Somali words and expressions in their writing and structure their books in ways that 
makes the reader travel across space, time, and perspective in non-linear trajectories, building 
peripatetic narratives that describe peripatetic lives. The body of the text and the body of the 
migrant become themselves abstract quantities that can be infused with political meaning that 
expand the parameters of Italianità and cultural imaginaries around the relationship between 
bodily performativities and cultural belonging. The critique of the relationship between blood 
and belonging that migrant texts articulate necessarily include discussions of family: blood 
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families in which members do not share citizenship or language, chosen families constructed of 
necessity, and the metaphysical family of the nation that sees the nation-state as father. Farah’s 
novel portrays the tensions between contradictory cultural expectations of feminine behavior and 
the breakdown of the traditional family unit that ultimately results in queer familial formations. 
Scego’s short stories approach the question of belonging and family by portraying multiple 
generations of migration through members of the same families. Her work also makes Somalia a 
metaphorical mother and Italy a metaphorical father, negotiating her position as a child of 
postcolonial Italy whose colonial father fails to recognize his paternity.  
 
Letteratura della migrazione: An overview 
 Deleuze and Guattari’s idea of minor literatures applies directly to letteratura della 
migrazione. These works are written in Italian while voicing the perspectives of extracomunitari, 
therefore deterritorializing Italian: (1) they are explicitly political in their content and implicitly 
so due to their scarcity; (2) their placement simultaneously inside and outside of the national 
canon makes the stakes of their publication and circulation markedly different from works 
written by native Italian writers; and (3) they have inherent collective value in their 
categorization as a literature that expresses an alternative consciousness that destabilizes the 
fiction of Italy’s racially homogenous past, present, and future.259 Written in Italian and across 
genres, these works also resist stable definition due to their range of global influences and 
multicultural experimentation. They belong to this movement and categories of autobiographical 
and life writing, memoir, short story, novel, realism, neorealism, comedy, etc., cross-breeding 
traditions and making their way into the broader canons of Italian literature. They also often 
                                                                
259 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, trans Dona Polan (Minneapolis: 




include words, phrases, terminologies, and mythologies from languages and cultures that are not 
Italian, turning Italian and Italophone experience into a polyvocal and multicultural tapestry.   
 Most accounts identify the murder of Jerry Essan Maslo, an undocumented South African 
migrant who worked as a tomato picker in the province of Caserta, as the catalyst for letteratura 
della migrazione. Masslo was denied asylum in Italy and lived in a migrant settlement. He spoke 
out against racism and the extreme conditions of life in migrant camps. Due to his activism, he 
had a special role in his community. In 1989, a group of white, masked assailants attempted to 
rob migrants in Masslo’s camp at gunpoint. The scuffle ended with the thieves escaping, fearing 
a riot after they shot Masslo three times. Masslo’s murder inspired the first ever anti-racist march 
in Rome the next year. The resulting pressure led to the first formal articulations of immigration 
law that defined refugee status and the rights to political asylum. (It is also true that this law 
planted the seed for the increasingly restrictive Turco-Napolitano and Bossi-Fini laws.) Four 
decades after his death, Jerry Masslo continues to be one of the faces of anti-racist activism in 
Italy today. Public debate over his death inspired Francophone Maghrebi authors Tahar Ben 
Jalloun (Dove lo stato non c’é and Villa Literno) and Salah Methnani (Immigrato) to write of 
their experiences as migrants in Europe to raise awareness and generate political sympathy. 
These are three of the first texts in what is known as the early “autobiographical” phase. This 
phase is characterized by texts written with the co-authorship or sponsorship of a native Italian 
writer or journalist who prefaced or edited the text, introducing and legitimizing it. ⁠ Jalloun’s 
Villa Literno was written with the help of Italian journalist Egisto Volterrani; Senegalese Pap 
Khouma’s iconic Io, venditori di elefanti (I Was An Elephant Salesman) (1990) was written with 
Italian journalist Oreste Pivetta; and Senegalese Saidou Moussa Ba wrote La promessa di 




describes these stories as tales of hope and disappointment, where the migrant subject is at first 
optimistic and charmed by Italy as a host country and is then quickly demoralized by rejection 
and racism. These stories aim to raise awareness to the conditions under which migrants live, 
their dehumanization as sources of labor, and their being and subject to racist attacks. Ellero 
writes that co-authorship indicates an inability to fullly inhabit language and space, describing 
their use of the Italian language as “rented.”260  
 That these works are known as “autobiographical” is another form of distancing from 
qualification as Italian literature. Caterina Romeo writes,  
The editorial market, as well as the Italian academia and the media, have constructed the 
nation’s literary and cultural space as white precisely through a process of naturalization 
of native authors’ whiteness. When African Italian postcolonial writers in the early 1990s 
started infusing this space with their blackness—by becoming the subjects, rather than 
only being the objects, of representation in the Italian literary space, and by telling stories 
from the migrants’ perspective—resistance to this intrusion was mainly enacted through 
the delegitimizing of their writings (to which sociological value was attributed, but not a 
literary one) and their confinement within the nonliterary space of autobiographical 
writing.261 
 
Oreste Pivetta suggested the absence of the word “racism” from Io, venditore di elefanti allows 
readers to determine “good” from “bad” and avoids the use of language that “might have seemed 
a bit ideological.”262 This avoidance positions these texts not as literature but as appeals to a 
sympathetic native Italian reading public who must not be made too uncomfortable. These 
narratives focus on the social disenfranchisement of migrants and describe experiences of 
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colonially inflected racisms such as “the feminization of the Arab male, who becomes an object 
of desire for Italian men, and the infantalization (Fanon) of nonwhite immigrants.”263 The 
authors of letteratura della migrazione’s “autobiographical phase” do not trace their experiences 
through history to the colonial period. They situate themselves as “outside” of the nation in the 
present and in the past. This is perhaps best exemplified by Romeo’s observation that in 
Khouma, Methane, and Bouchane’s texts, the protagonists are always expected to address native 
Italians in Italian but in broken Italian. The ability to speak Italian too well inspires discomfort, 
revealing the fear of “an excessive proximity that might blur physical, social, and political 
borders, thus depriving them of their privileges.”264  
 The autobiographical or non-fiction turn remains central to letteratura della migrazione, 
though the movement is credited with having “evolved” beyond it into complex stylistic 
interventions and works of poetry and fiction. However, Eleanor Paynter’s work on 
autobiography and life writing resists this de-valorization, arguing that the auto-biographical 
mode creates an important ethical relationship between migrant author and non-migrant reader, 
allowing the author previously denied self-representation and a witness to crucial testimonials.265 
Such de-valorizations became less arguable with the emergence of “second-generation” migrant 
writers, whose Italian is “native.” The children of migrants of the early ’80s and ’90s began 
writing and publishing from the point of view of second-generation Italians for whom Italian is 
one of multiple primary languages, and for whom Italian culture, food, literature, and film are 
their own. With this new generation, migrant writers swelled in number, shed their co-authors, 
                                                                
263 Ibid, 227. 
264 Ibid. 
265 Eleanor Paynter, “The Transits and Transactions of Migritude in Bay Mademba’s Il mio viaggio della speranza 
(My Voyage of Hope)” (Unpublished 2019) Minnesota review, special issue: Migritude. co-editors: Ashna Ali, 




and staked out space of their own. Awards like Exs&tra, Lo sguardo dell’ altro, and La 
Biblioteca di Babele for migrant writers brought their work greater attention. Many contribute 
frequently to El Ghibli - Rivista di Letteratura della Migrazione, a journal dedicated to migrant 
writing. Somali-Pakistani Italian Shirin Ramzanali Fazel is credited with writing the first migrant 
Italophone novel without a native Italian co-author with her publication of Lontano da 
Mogadiscio (Far from Mogadishu) (1994). Authors like Fazel, Somali-Italian Cristina Ali Farah, 
Somali-Italian Igiaba Scego, Italo-Indian Gabriella Kuruvilla, and Italo-Egyptian Ingy Mubiayi 
write about migration and life in Italy but also move well beyond these subjects. However, they 
always express their ambivalence and double consciousness as women of color in a country that 
keeps all people of color always already at a distance.   
 This distance manifests most obviously in restrictive citizenship legislation that, to echo 
Vijay Prashad, equates blood with belonging. Ius sanguinis, a latin principle that tethers 
citizenship to parental origin rather than location at birth, grants birthright citizenship and sees 
the children of immigrants as foreigners, even in cases when they have never lived anywhere but 
Italy. These children are subject to the Bossi-Fini immigration and labor laws described in 
Chapter Four. Fred Kudjo Kuwornu’s 2011 documentary 18 Ius Soli: The Strange Case of 
Citizenship in Modern Italy features several interviews with Italians of African, South Asian, and 
East Asian descent who are born, raised, and educated in Italy and are unable to gain 
employment equivalent to their credentials. As one of Kuwornu’s subjects explains, these laws 
create a “citizenship of a third class” composed of people who do not identify as immigrants but 
are treated as such by the law.266 (Italian Americans who are able to produce documentation 
proving an Italian ancestor but have no intention of living in Italy are granted citizenship.) 
                                                                





Kuwornu’s work is part of a growing body of activist cultural production that advocates for Ius 
soli, which grants this growing generation born within the nation’s borders automatic citizenship, 
as practiced in the US.   
 Clarissa Clò points out that the word “generation” is “the key term in a country that has 
always been reluctant to alter its customs and is presently facing an unprecedented crisis of 
ideals and values. This is exacerbated by the declining birth rate, supplemented precisely by the 
immigrant population.”267 She identifies the literary production of the “second generation” of 
letteratura della migrazione as explicitly postcolonial. These writers hold Italy, their home, 
accountable for its histories of colonization. When I write of “second-generation” Italophone 
migritude writers, I refer to writers of the second generation of the movement to identify an 
approach to “Italianness” rather than place of birth or time spent in the country. Indeed, many of 
the writers of the “second generation” do not identify as immigrants at all. Igiaba Scego is one 
such author. Scego works most prolifically as a journalist and activist, writing for many news 
outlets on subjects that include but are not limited to migration and race. She launched her 
literary career with her short story “Salsicce,” which appeared in the anthology Pecore Nere, and 
won the Eks&Tra prize for migrant writers. It was translated into English and published in 
Metamorphoses and reprinted in Warscapes in 2013. She has published several novels, short 
stories, and non-fiction writing including the essayistic memoirs La mia casa è dove sono, Roma 
Negata (Negated Rome) (2014), and her so-far most acclaimed novel Adua, translated into 
English in 2017. Scego was born in Rome to Somali parents, where she grew up and forged her 
identity as both Italian and Somali.  
 In Secgo’s essay “Relazione,” she embraces the term “second generation”: “I am indeed a 
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second-generation migrant writer, born of migrant parents and migrant at heart (not to mention in 
body). My cultural formation is Italian, the language in which I write is Italian (and not by 
choice but by nature) . . . but my lived experience is double knotted with my heart’s motherland, 
that is, my parents’ tormented Somalia.”268*269 Scego identifies her use of the Italian language as 
a “natural” choice due to her upbringing. Unlike the authors of the previous generation of 
letteratura della migrazione, for Scego, Italian is not a new language in which her writing 
requires the support of native Italian journalists and editors to be taken seriously. Her work is 
unapologetic and demanding of acknowledgment—entitled rather than imploring. Italian is her 
inheritance. Scego’s parents and grandparents, raised in Somalia, went to Italian-language 
schools, learning Italian literature and history, the language of the colonial father. She uses the 
word “madrepatria,” motherland, to describe Somalia to throw into relief the implication of 
“fatherland” in “patria” and to privilege the maternal in “madre,” which also calls attention to the 
feminization of colonized African lands. She tethers herself to “madrepatria” while writing in the 
language of the colonial father for an audience composed of both native Italians and readers who 
have similarly complex mixed-identities. This way, Scego theorizes a new parental relation for 
her subjectivity. She describes herself not only as migrant at heart but, significantly, as migrant in 
body. “Relazione” claims Italy as Scego’s own and the Italian language and culture as “natural.” 
However, she cannot help but qualify that her body is coded as migrant and Other, even if she 
tucks this aside into parentheses. The aside draws attention to the racial barrier to belonging. No 
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matter how Italian she feels, as per Parati’s notion of affective belonging, blackness constitutes 
migrant identification.  
 However, Scego’s investment in affective belonging and her belief in a multicultural Italy 
is clear in her description of the shape of letteratura della migrazione. She published “Relazione” 
in 2004, a time during which she claims this generation is “in gestation”—a phenomenon that 
can be observed as it forms, unlike the migrant genres of England and France. (Scego cites Hanif 
Kureishi and Zadie Smith as examples of a degree of visibility letteratura della migrazione has 
yet to reach.) However, she claims that Italy differs in that its migrant writers are not only more 
recent but significantly more diverse. In England, migrant writing is predominantly South Asian, 
whereas in France they are predominantly Maghrebi. Scego claims that there is no one dominant 
group in Italy but a large, complex and unequal mix of writers from around the world from 
which this second generation emerges. The historical trajectories of their pasts and their multi-
ethnic communities in which they live in the present shape a new multicultural Italian literary 
community.270 The collective value of these texts and the solidarity shared between them creates 
a unique migrant literary formation.  
 The 2005 collection of short stories, Pecore Nere (2005), literally “Black Sheep,” features 
two of Scego’s short stories alongside short stories by Laila Wadia, Gabriella Kuruvilla, and Ingy 
Mubiayi. Laila Wadia is an Indian immigrant living in Italy. Gabriella Kuruvilla was born in Italy 
to an Indian father and an Italian mother. Ingy Mubiyai is an Egyptian-born Italian writer. 
Together they tell the stories of multicultural migrant communities in Italian, drawing attention 
to issues of race, gender, borders, family, food, and identity. The title of the collection is an 
obvious indication of the centrality of blackness and race in the collected stories but also of 





outsidership within a family. To be a black sheep is to fail to be “like the others” in a family but 
to be part of the family nonetheless. This title collects its authors together as kin to one another 
as black sheep and into the family of Italian literature as outsiders who are nonetheless on the 
inside. A 2012 collection called Amori Bicolori (2012) features short stories about inter-racial 
love in Italy written by Igiaba Scego; Ingy Mubiayi; Muin Masri, a Palestinian immigrant writer; 
and Chinese immigrant writer Zhu Qifeng. In this collection too, writers from vastly different 
cultures who share Italian as a common primary language write together as the voices of 
migration, foregrounding love, community, and intersectionity. These collections feature authors 
who write from the “third space” theorized by Jacques Chevrier. They do not share the same 
concerns or trajectories as the generations of migrants and migrant writers before them but write 
in order to forge an identitarian politics that extends beyond the postcolonial and problematizes 
the parameters of the nation-state and its assimilationist politics.  
 In these works, familiarity, belonging to the Italian family, is often expressed through the 
performative knowledge and appropriation of “quintessentially” Italian culture. Scego claims her 
“Italianness” through her familiarity with the highbrow culture of Italian film and literature and 
with the low-brow pop culture with which she was surrounded growing up—a trait she shares 
with other second generation writers: “We have seen Italy win the World Soccer Cup in 1982, we 
have had a healthy overdose of Japanese cartoons like every respectable Italian child . . . we have 
seen singer Tiziana Rivale win the Sanremo music festival. . .”271 This entrenchment in Italian 
pop culture as the daily background of childhood also emphasizes out that, unlike many of the 
writers in the autobiographical “phase,” the lives of the new generation of migrants in Italy are 
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not the product of voluntary migrations. They are born or raised in Italy from an early age, 
invisible and hyper-visible due to their race. Their linguistic and cultural fluency is important 
reminder to native Italian readers: we are of you, and you are of us. They share an Italian cultural 
formation with native Italians their age. However, Scego reminds us, this cultural formation, in 
her case, was always one in which Somali food, literature, music, and Islam were interweaved. 
Ironically, it is this part of herself that requires reclamation as she learns to accept what Rome 
will not: her blackness, her religion—her “migrant heart.” Her entitlement to “Italianness” and 
the distance the body is held from cultural integration compels me to focus on this “generation” 
of the movement and the ambivalence that runs through their work in addition to anger and 
shame that appears in similar forms as I analyzed in Chapters One and Two. This “phase” of 
letteratura della migrazione can be read as migritude literature because it actively interpellates 
and challenges ethno-nationalist populism, turning the ambivalence of in-betweenness into a 
form of agency to demand and critique as a form of belonging.  
 I choose Scego and Cristina Ali Farah because their works are particularly rich in their 
confrontations with Italian history, its relationship with blackness, and discourses of the body 
and the nation as movement. They also throw into relief the way colonialism enacts itself on the 
bodies of women. Farah was born in Mogadishu, Somalia to a Somali father and a native Italian 
mother. She lived in Mogadishu and attended an Italian school there until civil war broke out in 
1991. Like Scego, Farah is deeply involved in migrant literary circles, advocacy, and activism, 
and frequently contributes to news and culture publications as a journalist and poet. Madre 
Piccola (Little Mother) (2007), translated into English in 2011, takes crossing and community as 
its subjects, weaving a polyphonic account dense with the rhythms of oral poetry to paint a 




relationships, and choices of women at its center. The title emphasizes pregnancy and 
motherhood as a crucial and often missing thread in narratives of migrant women while also 
gesturing toward a similar notion of “madrepatria,” theorizing an essential global community 
specific to contemporary Somali diaspora. Farah writes the subjectivity of women who come 
from cultures whose patriarchal structures differ from the structures of Italian patriarchy. Caught 
between two patriarchal forms, they are forced to negotiate between contradictory expectations 
of appropriate feminine behavior.  Her characters must make gendered choices charged with the 
anxieties of cultural loss or disloyalty. The following section discusses the ways Scego and 
Farah’s use of familial metaphors challenges the exclusion of the Somali migrant from Italian 
belonging.  
 
Italia Meticcia: Queering the Family  
 
 The word meticcio refers to miscegenation and mixed-race persons and comes up often in 
far-right fear-mongering discourses of miscegenation and the watering down of la stirpe italica, 
or the white Italian race. The word meticcio can be used as a slur, as one would use the terms 
“half-caste” or “half-breed.” Activists and scholars of the Black Mediterranean have embraced 
the word in an effort to re-appropriate it. The term’s suggestion of mixed-race children is fruitful 
for my theorization of the implied colonial family drama: the postcolonial child demanding 
acknowledgement of the colonial father who refuses to acknowledge his kin. Meticcio also 
resonates with the French term métissage, which Éduoard Glissant uses in Poetics of Relation to 
describe the multiplicity and diversity of racial, cultural, and linguistic intermixing that comes of 
postcolonial encounter and exchange.272 Métissage celebrates the cross-breeding of language and 
                                                                




genre in spoken Créole and its literary forms. It re-valorizes oral traditions and re-assesses and 
revises Western ideologies and its inheritances. Indeed, Scego and Farah write in distinctive 
styles that share aesthetic turns and concerns: they incorporate Somali terms and words to create 
a hybrid meticcio Italian; they write about the importance of oral narrative traditions in Somali 
culture and bring orality into their texts through monologue and polyvocal narration as re-
valorizations of “madrepatria”; they extend this “meticciato” to a migrant queering of the 
family; and they negotiate the “third space” of migrant consciousness through, among other 
points of entry, the physical experience of the female body.   
 Ali Farah’s Madre Piccola opens with the following:  
Soomaali baan ahay, like my half that is whole. I am the fine thread, so fine that it slips 
through and stretches, getting longer. So fine that it does not snap. And the tangled mass 
of threads widens and reveals the knots, clear and tight, that through far from each other, 
do not unravel. I am one thread in that tangled mass and my beginning belongs to the 
multiple one.273  
 
A footnote tells us that Soomaali baan ahay translates to “I am Somali,” referencing a poem by 
Cabdulaqaadir Xirsi Siyaad. The phrase remains untranslated within the text, a practice that 
Farah extends throughout the novel. Though Farah italicizes Somali words, she includes a 
glossary for them rather than provide contextual clues or translations, reversing the power 
relation between the Italophone reader and the multicultural text. The interconnectedness of 
Somali culture and language with Italian due to colonial history reveals itself in some of the 
words and phrases that repeat throughout the text. Amooraati comes from the Italian word 
innamorati, or people in love. Barbaroni comes from the Italian peperoni, or peppers (not to be 
confused with pepperoni, an American variety of salami). Baruuko derives from the Italian word 
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parrucca, or wig. Halves, wholes, threads, masses, and knots paint a portrait of both language 
and Somali diaspora and identity, a web of lives and stories that grows infinitely finer and 
spreads across the world without ever snapping.  
 The novel follows the “threads” of three narrators: Domenica Axad, a half-Italian and 
half-Somali woman who meditates on her meticcia subjectivity, living in a state of wandering 
and exile; Barni, Domenica’s cousin and fellow immigrant working as an obstetrician in Rome; 
and Taageere, an undocumented Somali man living in the US. Each of their stories intertwine 
through a tangle of relations. Domenica enters into an Islamic marriage with Taageere, a man 
who seems to accept her inability to perform appropriate Muslim Somali femininity, only to 
discover that he attaches himself to her for her dual citizenship and greater global mobility. 
Taageere is already married to a young woman named Shukri, who survived refugee camps and 
crossed into Italy on her own with their nine-year-old son. Shukri establishes herself as a 
translator in Rome. Taagere berates Shukri continuously for her failure to perform the 
appropriate roles of a Muslim wife. He is emasculated by the distance between them and by his 
inability to participate in his son’s life and provide for him. He blames her for both. Barni, in the 
effort to help a traumatized male Somali survivor of Mediterranean crossing finds her way to 
Luul, a young pregnant woman alone in Rome, who turns out to be Taageere’s sister. The 
connection with Luul reunites cousins Barni and Domenica, who were inseparable as children in 
Mogadishu. The four women, Domenica Axad, Barni, Shukri, and Luul, build an unlikely family 
together in Rome, all of them new or recent mothers except Barni who, as gynecologist and 
nurturer, plays a maternal role for them all.  
 Each chapter is narrated either by Domenica Axad, Barni, or Taagere. The prelude is 




show proclaiming the integrity of Somali nomadic identity. This is the only chapter not written as 
a monologue directed at an addressee. The next two chapters in Domenica Axad’s voice are 
addressed to Barni and to a doctor, respectively. Barni’s two chapters are addressed to a 
journalist interviewing her about Somali diaspora and to Domenica Axad. Taageere’s first 
chapter is addressed to Shukri. We hear only his side of wild international phone conversations 
between the US and Italy. His next chapter, an Interlude, is addressed to his hometown of Xamar, 
in which his experiences of war leave him as unrecognizable as the city. His last is addressed to 
an unnamed friend. This revolving cast of characters “speaking” in each chapter maintains an 
oral rhythm and register throughout with each circuitous narration calling attention to its own 
deviations from itself and performing the peripatetic journey in narration that the character 
experiences in space. The differences in perspective destabilizes any monolithic idea of “the 
Somali migrant.” The movement between allegiances, cities, languages, “sides,” and gendered 
perspectives paints a portrait of a massive network of “threads” that overlap and intersect, 
constituting a unique polyvocality with various points of entry and rich metaphors and turns of 
phrase.  
 Domenica Axad’s and Barni’s narrations tell stories of gendered experience quite 
different from one another’s. Domenica Axad’s story is characterized by ambivalence, constant 
peregrination, disorder, and loss. The fragmentation of migration and the additional confusion of 
her bi-raciality leads her to self-mutilate and dissociate, so unable to choose any one thing that 
she questions her own material existence. She cannot integrate into Italian culture because she is 
half-black but seems unable to integrate into Somali culture because, raised by an Italian mother, 
she was not trained to behave like an appropriate Somali woman. However, as she moves 





It was a continuous internal movement . . . Exist, one could exist anywhere. For me, for 
all of us, it didn’t matter where. You simply had to get used to a different set of store 
signs, different prices, and draw up a new map: a map of your links to the others, and of 
the junction places where we could meet, where we could call, where we could shop, as if 
we were constantly carried along in an air bubble, and inside that bubble was our sound, 
our smell. Sounds and smells so strong that they masked all others. By alienating 
ourselves, we continued to live.274  
 
Domenica Axad seems significantly more alienated than the “us” or “ourselves” that references 
broader Somali diaspora. The bubble that contains “our” sound and smell is still not quite “her” 
sound and smell. The abstract images in this passage contrast sharply with the material 
specificity of Barni’s descriptions. Barni’s voice is constantly shot through with melancholia, 
unable to shake memories of civil war and inter-tribal violence. She is haunted by the sight and 
sound of the waves that drown other Africans in the Mediterranean every day. Having built a 
stable life in Rome, she lives with these thoughts without ever sharing them with her native 
Italian friends and co-workers. It is not until reports of migrant deaths in Lampedusa are 
televised and a huge memorialization ceremony takes place in Rome that her native Italian 
friends become at all aware of the Somali civil war and the generations of Somali refugees in 
Italy. The psychological “third space” she inhabits, physically in Rome while always connected 
socially and mentally with Somali diaspora, is exemplified by her attitude toward money, 
objects, and ownership: 
My home is always a port of call. A few essential pieces of furniture. I have never had 
much money . . . A table, some chairs, a wardrobe, a sofa, a bed and refrigerator, washing 
machine, television and CD player—things that can be shared with others and easily 
replaced. . . . After all, this is the way we do things. A cousin comes to visit from Canada: 
Abbayo, your shoes are to die for. There, they’re already on your feet! Then you go to a 
friend’s home and she has a skirt that, hey, she says, is too tight for me now, and come to 
                                                                




think of it, there are also these boots that I bought on sale, but they’re a size too small, 
luckily—I knew it!—they’re just your size. Old photographs, jewelry . . . videos of one’s 
wedding, the only copy I have of my favorite music, everything circulates chaotically so 
much so that in the end no one remembers who has what.275  
 
Within Rome, Barni moves from apartment to apartment and each is one of several meeting 
places, a node or knot where information and things are exchanged across nations, borders, 
boundaries, and bodies. A cousin is also a sister, abbayo, which is also a general term of 
endearment that allows anyone to become a sister or cousin, an adopted family member with 
whom to adopt and exchange belongings. Whereas Domenica Axad experiences her migrant 
community as a “bubble” or a kind of suffocating emptiness, Barni’s experience of this network 
is full, perhaps excessively so, and characterized by chaos.  
 Despite this difference, both find ways to extend themselves to other members of the 
Somali diasporic community. Both align themselves with all refugees, claiming kinship with 
anyone coming off boats in Lampedusa and struggling against tribal differences that wrenched 
apart their families during civil war. Barni offers her apartment, money, objects, and medical 
services wherever she can, often spreading herself too thin. Domenica Axad supports other 
migrant women with her time, domestic labor, and child-care, as she has no familial obligations 
of her own. She goes to live with a distant relative in London who raises children without a 
husband. The relative nurses a depression that comes from the impossibility of acceptance into 
the Somali diasporic community after she leaves Somalia against her father’s will. Domenica 
recognizes that this woman’s isolation is due to her harnessing her own agency. Though 
Domenica Axad seems to live in a state of constant confusion, she is deeply observant and 
assesses the way Somali Muslim culture shapes the lot of women and lets men get away with 
                                                                




abandonment, violence, and laziness. She also observes the way European laws punish women, 
denying them the ability to reunite with their husbands, marry new ones to re-gain familial 
stability, or do legitimate work when they lack proper documentation. Domenica Axad observes 
these double binds carefully as she struggles to find her own identity between her Italian and 
Somali “selves.”  
 Barni is similarly wary of the different, often opposing patriarchies that obstruct migrant 
Somali women’s mobility. While she celebrates her ability to drink wine and work full-time as 
an unmarried woman in Italy, which suggests that a Somali husband would demand that she 
forego alcohol and work, she also wishes she had a husband and children. However, each time 
she considers this, she immediately regrets it and remembers the restrictions she would have to 
agree to. Taageere’s behavior is representative of the male double standards Barni fears. His 
narrative gives the reader insight into the dramatic loss of power suffered by Somali men due to 
civil war, social breakdown, and ongoing displacement. They cannot act as the heads of families, 
find or maintain work, and otherwise fulfill the roles that give them legitimacy as men. Taageere 
constantly berates Shukri for living without him, for separating him from his son, and for 
working. Eventually, she takes up with a with a white man in Italy, explicitly abjuring her role as 
his wife. Taagere’s failure to perform traditional masculine roles is projected onto Shukri upon 
whom he cannot impose the rules that would, in his view, restore his dignity. Despite his rancor 
at Shukri, he imposes none of these expectations of appropriate Muslim womanhood on his new 
half-Italian wife, Domenica Axad. He enters into an Islamic marriage with her without disclosing 
his previous marriage to Shukri. Ironically, Domenica Axad’s reasoning for marrying him is his 
acceptance of her Western behaviors.   




alternately titled “Domenica” and “Axad” to mark her confused movements between her Somali 
and Italian selves. “Domenica,” a name her Italian mother gives her, means “Sunday” in Italian. 
“Axad,” a nickname Barni gives her so that she may no longer suffer ridicule for her strange 
name from her Somali peers growing up in Mogadishu, means “Sunday” in Somali. As 
Domenica Axad lives “[t]he usual life of the diaspora, aimless peregrinations,” the ambivalence 
and loneliness of belonging nowhere manifests in her confusion over which name she should 
use. She is constantly failing to be sufficiently Somali. She is told, “Clearly your mother is a 
gaal. You’re a half-white who doesn’t know how a woman should behave. . . . A gaal shows you 
a leg, like this, her back. Her body has no value.”276 Her white, or “gaal”, side experiments with 
drinking alcohol, wearing lipstick, and refusing the hijab. Her Italian side is also the side that 
connects her to work: “A series of jobs, whatever I could find: teaching Italian, waitressing in a 
pizza parlor. I easily found jobs with a connection to Italy, to that part of me that didn’t have 
anything to do with the way I looked; in those places they didn’t ask many questions. All I 
needed was to state where I came from.”277 The “Italianness” for which she is criticized by her 
Somali community is also the “side” that gives her professional agency, mobility, and eventually 
a husband. She marries Taagere because he calls her “Domenica,” accepts her Italian “side,” and 
is untroubled by her working closely with men on documentary film production and wearing 
jeans and makeup. However, her comfort with Taagere breaks down when she realizes that his 
acceptance of her may have more to do with the possibility of securing the documentation that 
would allow him to leave the US and join his first wife Shukri and his sister Luul in Italy. The 
comfort Domenica Axad finds with Taagere turns out to be illusory.   
 Documentation shapes the lives of families in particularly gendered ways throughout the 
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novel, drawing attention to the damage done by The Dublin Regulations, which by 2013 
established a Europe-wide fingerprinting database for unauthorized entrants to the EU which 
tracks all entrants and establishes which EU member-state must take responsibility for 
applications. This system reduced mobility between borders and increased surveillance so 
drastically that hopes of reuniting with family after exile or escape grew thin. Coupled with the 
Bossi-Fini law, this development rendered finding legitimate work and housing, moving 
somewhere more hospitable, and making use of family reunification laws untenable for irregular 
migrants. Before these regulations went into effect, Domenica Axad dedicated herself to the 
mobility of other Somali women by putting her dual citizenship to use:  
A passport, a pass-borders. Without this thing that you take for granted, a journey over a 
desert or over the sea, a long and dangerous journey, is much more expensive than a full-
fare airline ticket. What’s missing is the visa. I agreed to surrender my passport into the 
hands of Saciid Saleebaan’s girlfriend. This was before fingerprinting. I helped Saciid 
Saleeban’s girlfriend leave for the United States . . . I reported a lost passport to the 
Italian embassy after she had crossed the border. That was the first time. Then—with the 
idea of saving lives—I lent my identity to other women. My double identity, my ineffable 
essence, was proving to be useful.278  
 
Domenica’s dual citizenship allows her to spare other Somali women dangerous crossings, 
imprisonment, or time spent in refugee camps. Saciid Saleeban, another Somali man whose 
treatment of women she observes from a disturbed distance, offers her the opportunity to travel 
between cities and make a documentary film about Somali diaspora. Finding a video camera and 
giving other women her passport gives Domenica Axad purpose. She loses her need for outside 
approval and does not pursue legal marriage with Taagere.  
 Barriers and borders established by immigration law shape the relationship between 
Taageere, Shukri, and their son and motivate the new marriage between Domenica Axad and 
                                                                




Taageere. We learn that Taagere previously granted Shukri an Islamic divorce over the phone. 
Shukri’s desire to remarry and establish herself leads her to pay a holy man a large amount of 
money to arrange a telephonic Islamic divorce in which Taageere repudiates her orally as per 
Islamic law. The holy man and a witness to the phone call sign a document of Shukri’s making. 
However, Italian law does not recognize this divorce. Without a legal divorce from Taagere, she 
is forever tethered to him and unable to legitimately marry another man and ensure her security. 
We hear the tale through Barni, who recounts her conversation with Shukri to an Italian 
journalist:  
They told me that in Italy divorce is a decree, not an act; that is why that cannot 
recognize my document, even if it is on the correct A4 paper. . . . she finally resigned 
herself. In her heart she had come to the conclusion that what mattered was to be in 
compliance with our own laws. . . . But now, the shameless Taageere, her ex-husband, 
had the nerve to demand that the divorce be valid for all intents and purposes. Not only 
according to our law, but also according to yours here in Italy. Interesting, isn’t it? What 
happens to laws and conventions without a government, without a legal system? They 
remain in our minds. Vague principles that we no longer know how to use. They seem to 
matter only to us Somalis, scattered all over the world.279  
 
Italian laws prevent Shukri from marrying. European immigration laws prevent her from 
reuniting with Taageere and prevent Domenica Axad from remaining with him. These same laws 
leave young Luul, pregnant and alone, finding her way in Italy without family or protection. 
With the interpersonal bonds of marriage and trust broken by a combination of immigration law, 
cultural emasculation, and patriarchal double standards, a new familial formation emerges, 
queering the possibilities for affinity and affiliation. While Domenica is pregnant by Taagere, she 
uses her dual citizenship to fly from the US to Italy to find Luul in order to ensure her safety. 
Before finding Luul, she seeks out Shukri. Two women differently married to the same man and 
                                                                




mothers to his children come together across borders to find and care for their husband’s 
pregnant sister with the help of Barni, who acts as caretaker to all three women and their 
children. Barni’s concluding narrative declares a new family:  
. . . we lay down foundations in order to have the strength to fight every day. It’s no 
longer possible to remain isolated; we seek to adapt and to rebuild our path. Through 
living together, we can share the greater part of our pain . . . In the final analysis, it’s 
much easier for us women . . . Isn’t it true that we continue to look after, to take care of 
someone? Men feel useless, their names generate conflict, and they no longer play the 
role of decision-makers. Let’s leave them without power, and let’s stop protecting them, 
living weak lives has never produced good results.280 
 
The cultural cleavages produced by displacement spur the formation of alternative kinship 
structures that override traditional notions of the citizen, gender roles, family units, and religious 
orthodoxy. They shift the site of identity from the nexus of nation/city/language, to a notion of 
global collectivity and peregrination. Significantly, in this case, the role of men, dual gender 
parenting, and reproductive structures is rendered irrelevant. This new formation allows for a 
reconfiguration of “home” as within this family in Rome. For Domenica Axad, however, finding 
home has curious manifestations. She is able to stop self-mutilating and tell her story to a 
therapist. She describes her relationship to culture and language, recounting the struggle to lose 
and then gain back use of her Somali language, her traumatic memories of civil war, and her 
travels between cities that she, in her last chapter, is able to name and describe in detail. She 
stakes her claim to Italy and the Italian language as her maternal inheritance, while giving her 
son a tether to Somali identity through circumcision:  
. . . in Somalia circumcision takes place during childhood; it is a collective ceremony 
with a social purpose. A rite that affirms the belonging of an individual to a group. I don’t 
mean to lecture, I am just saying this to remind you: the procedure has a hygienic as well 
as an aesthetic function and it cannot be likened to a female infibulation, which is truly a 
                                                                




mutilation. …It was to avoid standing in the way of my son’s right to belong. I had to 
mark his belonging on his body. …I am sure that when he gets a little older Barni and I 
will teach him Somali. Circumcision, in the meantime, marks his belonging to this 
story.281  
 
She chooses to go by “Domenica,” and speak to her son exclusively in Italian to ensure that her 
child does not grow up culturally “schizophrenic.”282 Unlike Barni, Domenica Axad seems 
unable to sustain her two-ness, choosing her Italian “madrepatria” and language “over” her 
Somali identities. She defers her son’s avenues to Somali culture and relies on others to provide 
them when the time comes. The collective raising of children by women is not foreign to Somali 
culture. In Igiaba Scego’s La mia casa é dove sono, she recounts her mother’s bewilderment at 
her experience of child birth and rearing in Italy, where women are not surrounded and assisted 
for several months from the moment of birth. “It’s never a solitary choice,” writes Scego, “but a 
collective one. Every newborn is embraced by a million arms. Despite the difficulties of war and 
immigration, it remains this way amongst Somalis. A child is never a private affair.”283 The 
ethical obligation to one another, the scant attachment to materiality, and the ability to maintain 
their “threads” defines this new community, as does contradiction. “We carry our home with us,” 
Farah writes in Barni’s narrative, “our home can travel. It’s not fixed walls that makes a home 
out of the place we live.”284 What they carry is their stories and their commitments to one 
another, passing them down to their children. The marking of the body through circumcision as a 
form of “passing down” raises questions about the role of religion and of bodily marking in the 
play between integration and resistance. Why the circumcision of boys is fundamentally different 
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from the infibulation of girls, which Domenica Axad describes as “truly a mutilation” is left 
unaddressed in Farah’s novel. Her struggle for cultural identity and her contradictory choices for 
her child are indicative of the desire for belonging and stability that migrant conditions deny. 
Though these narratives argue for the recognition of identities in movement, literally and 
culturally, the demand for recognition does not eradicate the melancholic desire for normative 
stability. Domenica Axad’s ambivalence and inability to feel any kind of affective belonging to 
the places in which she lived manifested in self-mutilation that expressed her emotional and 
cultural fragmentation, making them visible. 
 How migritude writers express (un)belonging is particularly pressing in a moment where 
multiple generations of immigrants and migrants co-exist in Italy and are subject to a rapidly 
evolving set of laws that render their lives vulnerable. Camilla Hawthorne writes of the risks run 
by writers and activists who articulate their affective belonging by making claims to 
“Italianness”:  
In the process of broadening the dominant definitions of Italianness, after all, they must 
first define what it means to be Italian and hence, which forms of blackness can be 
incorporated into the nation. Even as they push the boundaries of who “counts” as an 
Italian, they may also be complicit in the stabilization of representations and practices of 
Italianness—something that will have significant consequences for the ongoing 
Mediterranean refugee crisis.285  
 
Domenica Axad chooses to mark what it means for her to be Italian by choosing to go 
exclusively by her Italian name, speaking to her son in Italian as his mother tongue, and rejecting 
the notion that one can be “whole” and “both” at the same time. However, circumcision becomes 
the practice through which her son can claim his belonging in a country where most native 
Italian men are also circumcised due to cultural practice.  
 Few narratives address how male circumcision makes cultural meaning for male bodies. 
                                                                




Cultural disloyalty or assimilationist complicity, however, is often staked on the religious 
circumcision of women’s bodies. Scego addresses female circumcision in several of her texts, 
showing how women’s bodies and sexuality are always-already the site for battles of identity. In 
La mia casa é dove sono, Scego recounts her mother’s pain and confusion around the practice 
and her hard stance against her daughter’s infibulation. Scego’s mother is also the figure who 
motivates the writing of the memoir by urging Scego to include her experience of Rome onto the 
family map of Mogadishu, insisting that she is both Somali and Italian. Through her mother’s 
support, Scego rejects both cultural and physical laceration. 
 However, Adua, one of the main characters of the novel Adua, represents the systematic, 
transgenerational colonial violence on black women’s bodies. Adua is culturally and emotionally 
lacerated by multiple deterritorializations and multiple literal, physical lacerations. As a young 
girl, Adua falls in love with Western cinema in a colonial movie theatre in Somalia and chooses 
to escape to Italy to become like her idol Marilyn Monroe. She is made false promises of 
cinematic fame by an Italian couple who force her into pornography. She features in 
pornographic films which explicitly fetishize her blackness and African origins. She is forced to 
run roaring across beaches draped in animal print and act out other bizarre colonial fantasies of 
animalistic hyper-sexuality. The polyvocal novel moves back and forth across time and two 
narrators, Adua and her father Zoppe. In a chapter narrated by Zoppe in which he speaks to a 
silent Adua, we learn of Adua’s infibulation:  
Now you’re free, Adua, just think about that. You don’t have that damned clitoris that 
makes all women dirty. Snip, it’s gone, finally! Thanks be to God. The pain will pass. 
The pain is momentary. Whereas the joy of this liberation, Adua, endures. . . . Think what 
a nice life you’ll have without that nasty knocker hanging obscenely between your legs, 
as if you were a man. I’ve seen women with it, and I’ll tell you, it’s not a pretty sight. 




from this shame.286 
 
Ironically, in Zoppe’s view, retaining a clitoris and, therefore, being more like women in the 
West would render her obscene and hyper-sexual. The purity that the Somali practice of 
infibulation was meant to protect is violated by the Italian pornographers who project hyper-
sexuality onto her precisely because she is African. On the night of her rape, the pornographers 
get her drunk and ask about the barbed wire is between her legs. She tells them, “we stay that 
way until our wedding day, when someone loves us and opens us up with his love.”287 The 
couple mock her naiveté and unceremoniously deflower her with a pair of scissors so that she 
may be more easily entered on camera—a second forced mutilation. Here too a Somali migrant 
woman is caught between multiple patriarchies that seek to limit her movements and violate her 
will. The double mutilation that Adua suffers is complex: through the social right of infibulation, 
she enters into a particular identity, not unlike Domenica Axad’s son. By contrast, Scego’s 
“Salsicce” shows how having a clitoris brings one’s “Somaliness” into question. The nameless 
protagonist of this short story describes moments in which this is thrust into view:  
. . . a Somali woman (usually some distant relative) notices that my pee makes more 
noise than hers, thanks to a more powerful flow. I come out of the bathroom quite 
unaware of that my pee has been monitored, but then feel a malicious stare directed at my 
left shoulder, followed by a venomous comment, “But you are a nijas; you still have your 
kintir. You’ll never find a husband.” No use explaining to this lady that infibulation has 
nothing to do with religion, and that it is nothing less than a form of violence against 
women. Unfortunately, it is precisely such ignorant women who perpetuate violent 
practices against other women. They just don’t realize that they are sexual instruments in 
the hands of black slave masters.288 
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This tremendously loaded passage is indicative of the tensions between different generations of 
diaspora and how marking the body’s belonging through genital circumcision is a particularly 
gendered divide. Belonging is a choice between participation in oppressive, patriarchal practices 
that mutilate the body and prevent opportunities to work and enjoy other mobilities—
encapsulated in the previous quote by the damning naming of “black slave masters,” suggesting 
that Somali Muslim gendered practices amount to a kind of female slavery. Non-participation 
results in deep loss, accusations of disloyalty, and the inability to marry and create traditional 
families with fellow Somali and Muslim men, manifesting the familiar divide between racial or 
ethnic loyalty and feminism. Scego critiques Italian racism and patriarchy and Somali patriarchy. 
She also articulates her loyalty to Somalia and Somali diasporic communities through language, 
the celebration of oral culture, and, often, food. She celebrates her loyalty to Italy and 
“Italianness” through exactly the same means. Igiaba Scego’s characters are similarly committed 
to retaining both “sides” of their subjectivities and demand to have them both recognized as 
legitimate. Scego opens La mia casa é dove sono with a Somali phrase and declarations of the 
special character of Somali story-telling, celebrating Somali fables and fairy tales.  
Sheeko sheeko sheeko xariir . . . Story story oh story of silk . . . This is how all Somali 
fairy tales begin. . . . Severed fairy tales from a world with no care for lace and crinoline. 
Fairy tales harder than a cedarwood chest. Hyenas with unctuous drool, children 
disemboweled and put back together, tricks of survival. There were no princesses, castles, 
dances and slippers in my mother’s fairy tales. Her stories reflected the world in which 
she was born, the bush of oriental Somalia where men and women move constantly in 
search of sources of water. “We carried our home on our backs” she always said to me.  
. . . in fairy tales we choose an order for life and death that ties us to the ancestral world 
of our forefathers.289  
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Like Farah, Scego alienates the non-Somali reader, plunging her into the mythology of a 
nomadic desert life that serves as an originary belief system for contemporary Somali migrants 
spread all over the globe. She re-valorizes oral tradition and narratives of peripatetic desert life 
and survival over Western fables. Indeed, nomadic social structures do not have royal families 
living in castles. Its collective structures are sustained by oral narratives that feature warnings 
against danger and a imaginary in which camels are cherished friends and the ability to drink 
their milk marks a child a true nomad. Though Scego and her siblings and cousins do not 
experience nomadic bush life, unlike Scego’s mother, they are nomads of the late capitalist 
Global North. Scego’s brother is English and works as a taxi driver in London. Her cousin O is 
Finnish. She is Italian. The “hyenas” of their lives are fascists who spray paint swastikas on 
walls, yell slurs on the street, and question them at borders. The “disembowelment” in these tales 
resonates with the brutal hate crimes that Scego’s cousin describes occurring in Finland.   
 The opening scene of the memoir describes Scego’s family breaking bread and sharing 
stories of their lives as citizens of different European countries. Together, they try to remember a 
Mogadishu destroyed by civil war. To describe the feeling that passes between them, Scego 
evokes the Brazilian Portuguese word saudade, an almost untranslatable word that describes a 
universal melancholy that she defines as: “when one is or has been very happy, but within that 
joy a fine bitterness insinuates itself.”290 Her use of his word further expands the world of her 
narrative, borrowing language from everywhere to find the words to describe fragmentation, 
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memory, and loss. Scego marks the particular saudade of exiles as one point of entry into her 
story—one because no story has only a single beginning or only one side.291  
 The structure of Scego’s texts reflect this philosophy, articulating a textual geography of 
migrant narratives. She and her family members gather around and begin to draw a map of 
Mogadishu constructed from their memories—places where they received their first kisses, ate 
meals, and lived out relationships. The final creation confuses a young child amongst them who 
has never been to Mogadishu. “Does this city exist?” he asks, “Is your city, Aunt Igiaba?”292 
Scego’s mother responds to the child that the city does exist. Most if not all of the places on the 
map have been destroyed by civil war, but they live on in memory. Scego’s mother protests, 
however, that it is not Scego’s city, because the map is incomplete without any authentic story of 
her own in it. Scego’s memories of Mogadishu are scant, as she is younger than her siblings and 
cousins and did not experience as much of her life there.  
 This accusation propels Scego to construct a map on top of the map she creates with her 
family with post-it notes marking her affective geographies of Rome on top of her family’s 
affective geographies of Mogadishu. Each chapter of her memoir is accordingly organized by 
location, spinning the thread between a historical Mogadishu and a contemporary Rome. She 
calls attention to the abundance of shared names, shared stories, and the obscene lack of 
recognition of that familial, colonial relation in official Italian memory. The chapters move from 
Teatro Sistina to Piazza Santa Maria sopra Minerva to La stele di Axum to Stazione Termini and 
finally to Stadio Olimpico, mapping her life and the history of Italian and Somali relationships 
from colonization to the present onto each location.  
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 In Migrant Imaginaries, Jennifer Burns describes the reconstruction of home as a form of 
compensation for specific and painful lack. She argues that representations of home in migrant 
narratives that enact these reconstructions have purposes unrelated to recreating the experience 
of home. She claims instead that the relationship of continuity that home provides is replaced by 
detachment as a form of memorialization and grieving unavailable in the experience of the death 
or loss of a city, a nation, and a former life.293 Indeed, Scego writes: “Cities die. They die just 
like we and any other organism does. They die like wildebeest, zebras, sloths, sheep, and human 
beings. But no one ever holds a funeral for a city. No one held a funeral for Carthage. No one 
held one for New Orleans, Kabul, Baghdad, or Port-au-Prince. And no one ever thought to 
commemorate Mogadishu. She’s dead.”294 That she anthropomorphizes Mogadishu and ties her 
death to the animals of her mother’s nomadic life and to fallen cities wrecked by war, 
colonization, neglect, bombing, and poverty—all places from which black and Middle Eastern 
people have had to migrate—signals to the reader that the remainder of her map-making project 
in this memoir is a symbolic funeral. She is not only grieving and reviving a memory of 
Mogadishu, but infusing Rome with her voice, her narration, and her memory such that she can 
claim it. However, she articulates this claim through a sharp critique of Rome’s refusal to claim 
its colonial history, its connection to Somalia, and the existence of black Italians.  
 Scego constructs an autobiographical text that moves between analyses of monuments 
and their histories, family history, and personal anecdotes to create several points of entry into 
place and time. Her register moves between the formal and the conversational, navigating swells 
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of emotions from love to rage as she bemoans the double-orphaning of exiles and of Italy’s 
former colonies. Like Domenica Axad, Scego navigates her doubleness through space:  
I am black and Italian. I am also black and Somali. So am I Afro-Italian? Italo-African? 
Second generation? Uncertain generation? Meel kale? A bother? A bother? Buckwheat 
black? Dirty black? It’s not politically correct to say this, says some leader, one should 
say “of color.” It’s more politically correct. I find it humanly insignificant. What damned 
color am I? Black? Chestnut? Cinnamon or chocolate? Coffee? Buckwheat coffee in a 
small cup? . . . Ultimately I am only my story. Me and my feet.295 
 
Scego’s feet carry her through the cities of Rome and Mogadishu and across multiple historical 
moments that bring the two together in a reconfiguration of space and time as open text. 
Graziella Parati’s extraordinary analysis of this memoir shows how Scego “elaborates the city as 
a body that can positively or negatively be affected and appropriated, and its suffering is also 
performed by the bodies of its own citizens.”296 Parati draws attention to the ways the body of 
the city and Scego’s body in this first personal autobiographical account are superimposed on 
one another and fragmented across chapters, mapping “emotional geographies” of “affective 
belonging” or “affective citizenship.” I apply Parati’s notion of affective citizenship in an 
analysis of two short stories by Scego in which belonging is negotiated not only through the 
remapping of a physical space into an affective space but also through the reconfiguration of 
family and the body through ambivalence, writing herself into the “family” of postcolonial Italy 
through cultural intermixing and a Black Mediterranean consciousness.  
 As we see with Farah’s novel, migration transforms family into a transnational, 
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multilingual formation that is often less characterized by blood relations than by built affinities. 
Scego enacts similar plays of affinity and affiliation by taking on colonial amnesia and 
performing a meticcio consciousness, digging up the occulted history of violation and plunder to 
reveal filial legitimacy. In other words, the cultural, linguistic, and racial intermixing that 
produces the second generation of letteratura della migrazione manifests in its language play 
and poetics in ways that prove them undeniable children of Italy. The familial metaphor of the 
colonial father and colonized mother has rather literal antecedents. As Camilla Hawthorne warns 
in her essay “‘Meticciato’ o della problematicità di un parola,” the practice of madamato or 
madamismo, in which Italian men took Ethiopian women as concubines, has been used as 
evidence of a lack of Italian racism for the willingness to develop a tradition of sexual coupling 
between races. She also reminds us of the colonial debates over whether the mixed-race children 
of these couplings would be seen by law as citizens or “subjects,” not unlike the present 
resistance to recognize the citizenship of black Italians.297 The historical practice of madamato is 
particularly important to migrant writers who call attention to colonial nostalgia and the enduring 
fetishization of the African woman that shapes the gendered racisms endured by women of color 
in Italy. Indeed, the Somali stigma against women who start relationships with gaal, or white 
people, is expressed through anxieties about becoming madama, to be used and abandoned with 
child.298 To celebrate these literatures as “hybrid” is problematic and slippery, claims Hawthorne, 
given the ease with which discourses of easy conviviality could lend themselves to colonial 
nostalgia for miscegenation characterized by violence and domination.   
 Scego’s writing is devoid of any such naiveté. In La mia casa è dove sono, she recounts 
                                                                
297 Camilla Hawthorne and Pina Piccolo, “Meticciato o della problematicità di una parola” La macchina sognante: 
Contenitore di scritture dal mondo, December 29, 2016. http://www.lamacchinasognante.com/meticciato-o-della-
problematicita-di-una-parola-camilla-hawthorne-e-pina-piccolo/ 




discovering that her grandfather served as a colonial translator and may have been complicit with 
the fascist colonial governments that committed violent war crimes and human rights violations 
in Somalia. This same grandfather had skin so white that Scego finds photographs of him 
alarming. His mastery of the Italian language and his white skin inspire ambivalence about 
Scego’s own racial origins. In her novel Adua, Zoppe is a colonial interpreter whose greed leads 
him to participate in an exchange between an Ethiopian leader and a Count that facilitates Italian 
conquest of Ethiopian territory. In both Scego’s non-fiction and her fiction, no one’s hands are 
clean and neither is anyone’s blood. She writes, “No one in this world is pure. We are never just 
black or white. We are the fruit of encounter and conflict. We are crossroads, passageways, 
bridges. We are mobile.”299 That encounter and conflict is written all over the city of Rome in the 
form of several, little known monuments celebrating Italian colonial history. In Roma Negata, 
Scego writes of her anger about monuments in Rome that celebrate the excesses of fascism in 
broad view as national accomplishment, erasing the suffering of the Horn of Africa and the 
presence of postcolonial subjects in Italy. Her affective belonging to Rome is marked by the 
depth of her knowledge about monuments that few notice and the depth of anger and pain that 
she feels about their symbolic colonial nostalgia. Despite her various claims to “Italianness,” 
Scego cannot feel welcome in Rome while monuments and museums continue to uncritically 
celebrate colonial rout in the name of Christian civilizing missions and “Italiani brava gente.” 
The very body of the city holds her body both inside and outside of its borders and its memory—
the postcolonial child rejected by the colonial father. 
 Scego expresses the ambivalence of affective belonging to Rome through the orality of 
her writing. The “natural choice” that writing in Italian constitutes for her also reveals the lack of 
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choice in the matter. She was always part of the Italian family. She writes in a mix of registers, 
moving from high academic discourse to Romanesco, employing distinctly Roman profanity. 
She also uses Somali terms throughout her narratives to reflect the natural bilingualism of her 
pluralist life. These strategies of orality ensure that her choice of Italian cannot read as a forced 
performance of belonging nor a rejection or devalorization of Somali language, culture, and 
identity. Her linguistic mastery works directly against stereotypes that reject the possibility of 
people of color being able to embody “Italianness” through linguistic fluency and cultural 
participation. Claims to Italian belonging are not only fraught for native Italians or Italian 
cultural memory but for migrants themselves. While migrant fluency in Italian may inspire 
anxiety about migrant encroachment on their native racial privileges, it also creates anxiety in 
migrant families who fear that Italian culture will encroach upon “their own.” Scego explores the 
continuum between Italian belonging and Somali disloyalty in two short stories in Pecore Nere 
called “Dismatria” and “Salsicce.”  
 In “Dismatria” an unnamed first-person narrator must keep her feelings of affective 
belonging to Italy to herself. Though her family is clearly aware of her Italian life outside of the 
home, a complex politics of disclosure regulates what claims to cultural identity can be made 
inside of the house in order to maintain an unspoken loyalty to Somalia and a nostalgic delusion 
of impending return to a city long destroyed by civil war. This narrator brings an unwelcome 
queer guest into the house so that the disruption of queer in-betweenness can authorize the 
disclosure of her own cultural in-betweenness and prompt the disclosure of her whole family’s 
cultural queering through inter-cultural contract. By contrast, the unnamed first-person narrator 
in “Salsicce” attempts to suppress her “Somaliness” by using food to transubstantiate her body 




her aware that her Italian citizenship and her black Muslim body are at odds. In both cases, 
Scego’s protagonists must “come out” as Italian.  
 The portrayal of first-generation migrant consciousness in “Dismatria” evokes what The 
Critical Refugee Studies Collective, after Khatharya Um’s work, call “refugitude.” A useful 
sister term to migritude, refugitude describes the consciousness of the experience of 
displacement and seeking asylum, drawing attention to the power and the limits of the 
terminologies of the bio-political state apparatus to describe this condition. Refugitude claims 
that the length of time that refugees can avail themselves of the refugee label has no relationship 
with the expiration of the politico-legal status, as how refugees see themselves and their 
conditions can far outlast these legal designations. Per the Collective: “Whereas the term 
“refugee” has been made synonymous with needs, refugitude . . . replaces reductionism with 
attention to complexity of refugee lives…”300 In short, the term refugitude allows for a reading of 
the affective condition of refugees as always-already in a state of crisis displacement even when 
politically integrated into another nation-state. (Refugitude, like migritude, also participates in 
the resistance to being identified and labeled by the nation-state’s legal apparatus. The “tude” of 
refugitude suggests a similar exercise in defiant self-naming.) Though the citizen or refugee 
statuses of the family members in “Dismatria” is never addressed, the older generation clings to 
the idea of a return to a home that they know does not exist to the extent that they resist 
admitting any kind of integration into Italy. “Dismatria” spells out the differences between 
refugitude and migritude through the rich symbols of the suitcase and the closet and their 
attendant politics of disclosure. 
 The narrator shares with us a secret that shames her deeply: there are no closets in her 
                                                                





family’s house. Instead, each of them keeps the majority of his or her belongings in an 
assortment of suitcases. The style and content of the suitcases are indicative of their personalities 
and their orientations toward integration, making the suitcases sites for making meaning and 
negotiating identity. The older generation expresses their refugitude by claiming the rejection of 
closets as a survival strategy. I recall the Gujurati proverb Shailja Patel grows up on in 
Migritude: “Raat thud ne vest jaja, . . . The night is short and our garments change. Meaning: 
Don’t put down roots. Don’t get too comfortable. By dawn, we may be on the move, forced to 
reinvent ourselves in order to survive. Invest only in what we can carry. Passports, Education. 
Jewelry.”301 Like Patel’s mother, the narrator’s mother in “Dismatria” is ready to carry what she 
holds dear for inevitable, impending escape. Her mother says, “If we keep all of our things in 
suitcases, later we won’t have to pack them in a rush.”302 This “later,” our nameless narrator 
informs us, refers to “an indefinite time in the future when we would have returned triumphantly 
to the breast of Mother Africa.”303 From her tone and several references to civil war, she suggests 
that this time is not indefinite but impossible. The Somalia that the family left behind no longer 
exists. The symbolic function of the suitcases is elaborated by their contents.  
 The narrator’s mother’s five suitcases, save for one, are filled to the brim with clothing 
and trinkets. The contents of the fifth suitcase are a mystery because no one is allowed to open it. 
The narrator’s Aunt Sofia fills her suitcase with faith objects: multiple editions of the Q’uran, 
rosaries, and a white dress for another theoretical future trip—hajj to Mecca. The narrator’s 
young sister Mulki’s suitcase, by contrast, is a psychedelic fuchsia velvet and contains an 
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encyclopedic archive of pop albums. Significantly, its bookends are Abba and ZZ Top, English-
language bands from Sweden and America respectively, gesturing toward the prevalence of 
English pop culture in the life of a young Somali girl living in Italy. The eleven-year-old Omar 
fills his suitcase with figurines of his hero, Roman footballer Francesco Totti. The difference 
between the two generations of the family are marked by the objects that they hold dear and by 
which they define themselves. Although the older generation holds on to the dream of return, the 
younger maintains the practice of living out of suitcases out of familial loyalty, while developing 
new and complex notions of belonging and attachment. The things they are prepared to carry are 
portraits of cultural influence and attachment in development, identities in transit.  
 What the suitcases actually contain, our narrator tells us, is fear: “We call our nightmare 
dismatria. Occasionally someone corrects us and says: “In Italian we say to expatriate, 
expatriation, so you would be ‘expatriates.’ We’d shake our heads bitterly and reiterate the afore 
pronounced dismatria. We were dismatriati, someone had - perhaps permanently - severed the 
umbilical cord that tied us to our matria, to Somalia.”304  In a similar move to her use of the word 
madrepatria, the portmanteau of dismatria de-centers the “patria” in ex-patriate and 
characterizes migrant alienation or displacement as a bodily severance from a source of 
nourishment and maternal love in a period of development. Indeed, the protagonist’s mother and 
aunt live in a traumatized state of arrested time, unable to detach themselves from a matria 
obliterated by a civil war for which Italian colonization set the stage. While admitting this 
umbilical severance is taboo in this house, the narrator must break this taboo in order to “out” 
herself as having bought an apartment. She must admit the desire for belonging, for roots, for 
                                                                
304 “Il nostro incubo si chiama dismatria. Qualcuno a volte ci correggeva e ci diceva: “In Italiano si dice espatriare, 
espatrio, voi quindi siete degli espatriati”. Scuotevamo la testa, un sogghigno amaro, e ribadivamo il dismatria 
appena pronunciato. Eravamo dei dismatriati, qualcuno—forse per sempre—aveva tagliato il cordone ombelicale 




land, and, specifically, the desire for a closet in which to place her belongings without intention 
of leaving.  
 It is not only due to the delicious irony of her having to come into a literal closet to come 
out of the closet that I frame her mission as such. I arrive at this frame through the rich context 
provided by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick in her theory of the epistemology of the closet. Through 
Sedgwick’s framework, I observe the binaries that the narrator has to breach in order to articulate 
a complex cultural subjectivity. While this is not a literal queer “coming out,” the queerness of 
the subjectivity that must disclosed is elucidated by Sedgwick’s explanation of the elasticity of 
this epistemological frame. However, Scego does not limit herself to a gesture toward this 
epistemology through the symbol of the closet and renders the frame excessively literal by 
writing a Brazilian “drag queen” character whose non-normativity serves as both catalyst and 
conduit for the transformation of the Somali migrant family in this story. Sedgwick writes:  
The apparent floating-free from its gay origins of that phrase “coming out of the closet” 
in recent usage might suggest that the trope of the closet is so close to the heart of some 
modern preoccupations that it would be, or has been, evacuated of its historical gay 
specificity. But I hypothesize that exactly the opposite is true. I think that a whole cluster 
of the most crucial sites for the contestation of meaning in twentieth-century Western 
culture are consequentially and quite indelibly marked with the historical specificity of 
homosocial/homosexual definitions, notably but not exclusively male, from around the 
turn of the century. Along with and sometimes through these epistemologically charged 
pairings, condensed in the figures “the closet” and “coming out,” this very specific crisis 
of definition has then ineffaceably marked other parts as basic to modern cultural 
organization as masculine/feminine, majority/ minority, innocence/initiation, 
natural/artificial, new/old, . . . same/different . . . So permeative has the suffusing stain of 
homo/heterosexual crisis been that to discuss any of these indices in any context, in the 
absence of an antihomophobic analysis, must perhaps be to perpetuate unknowingly 
compulsions implicit in each.”305  
 
                                                                




Like homosexuality, as Sedgwick explains, it is not the fact of desire that presents the social 
issue but its disclosure. The presence of Western music and Totti figures already indicates 
Omar’s affective attachment and belonging to Italy for Omar. That it remains inside of the 
suitcase allows this attachment to remain contained, maintaining a certain familial status quo. 
The narrator’s life “outside,” indicated by her desire for an apartment and a closet, is flung into 
the fore by way of her bringing an “out” queer person into the home. This breach catalyzes a 
domino effect of disclosure that allows our narrator to “come out” as as “feeling Italian” and for 
the rest of the family to admit to varying degrees of attachment to Italy. Though there is no 
Italian equivalent to the expression of “coming out of the closet” that includes the image of the 
closet, outing oneself or being outed is, in Italian, referred to using the English expression 
“coming out,” as in “fare ‘coming out.’ ” Scego is an English speaker and very aware of the 
image and concept of the closet as per Sedgwick’s articulation. The power dynamics at play 
between feeling, testimony, confession, and regulation in “coming out” are at the heart of the 
negotiation of identity in both “Dismatria” and “Salsicce.”  
 The gay historical specificity of “coming out,” by way of Angelique the Brazilian “drag 
queen,” is not evacuated in “Dismatria.” Though the narrator calls her a “drag queen,” she also 
exhibits a curious fixation with Angelique’s breasts implants, physical features which suggest 
that Angelique may be better described as a transgender woman. Indeed, Angelique’s breasts are 
the proverbial straw that breaks the camel’s back when her very presence disturbs the family’s 
social codes. The family meets regularly for afternoon tea, a veritable feast to which strangers are 
rarely invited. Contact with strangers is, in fact, not encouraged. A long and uncomfortable 
silence greets Angelique’s entrance. The silence is broken by the protagonist’s mother, who asks, 




I don’t know if you are aware of this, but you’re a deviant, a homosexual.”306 The narrator sees 
this attack as a prompt for her own outing:  
Perhaps it was my turn. I had to speak, I could feel it. I had to say something in my 
defense and in hers. I had to explain that I could have (and indeed do have) gay friends. 
That I had a life outside of there and that my life outside was free of suitcases. And that I 
would soon have left, bought a house. And I would have put a closet in it. That I felt 
Italian. That feeling Italian does not mean betraying Somalia.307  
 
Angelique’s queerness—which is described in curious terms that incorrectly equate gender 
queerness or transgender identity with homosexuality—is a catalyst for a declaration for the 
protagonist’s own. Angelique too is a subject who has chosen to move from one subject-position 
toward another, living in-between. Angelique takes the narrator’s mother’s question in stride and 
inspires an outburst from the young Mulki who asks Angelique where she had her breasts done. 
Angelique responds flippantly, “In Morocco, baby, in Casablanca.”308 Through this gesture of 
stereotypical queer affect, gender, sexuality, migration, and unlikely proximities come together in 
one moment, breaking the spell that keeps the household living according to outdated or illusory 
conventions. When Mulki brings Angelique her suitcase to show her an album, Angelique 
empties it out onto the ground, yelling at the family about how ridiculous it is to live out of 
suitcases, oddly describing it as a form of castration.309 This outburst not only propels our 
protagonist to “come out” to her mother as “feeling Italian” and having bought an apartment, but 
it leads to every family member shaking our the contents of their suitcases.  
                                                                
306 “Che ci fa lei qui? Non c’entra niente con noi. Non è della nostra famiglia. Poi signora, non so se lo avrà notato, 
ma lei è una deviata, omosessuale, insomma.” Scego, “Dismatria,” 18. 
307 “Forse era arrivato il mio turno. Dovevo parlare, lo sentivo. Dire qualcosa in sua e in mia difesa. Spiegare. Che 
potevo avere (anzi avevo) amici gay. Che avevo una vita fuori da lì e che la mia vita fuori era libera da valigie. E 
che presto me ne sarei andata. Che avrei comprato una casa. E ci avrei messo dentro un armadio. E che mi sentivo 
italiana. E che sentirsi italiani non significava tradire la Somalia.” Ibid. 





 The mother’s mystery suitcase reveals her own attachment to Rome. Our protagonist 
finds various “Italian” objects including a box of spaghetti, photographs of Roman monuments, 
some cat fur, a plastic model of parmesan cheese, and a cheap figurine of Romulus and Remus 
being fed by their wolf mother. The mother responds to the narrator’s confusion by explaining 
that she did not want to forget Rome. The last line of the story has them all looking at one 
another and smiling, and the narrator claiming that they had all found another matria. The smile 
is described using the words “sorriso globale,” or “global smile,” a double meaning that connotes 
both a smile that spans the room, and one that embraces the true global nature of their family.  
 Sedgwick writes of coming out that “it can bring about a revelation of a powerful 
unknowing as unknowing, not as vacuum or as the blank it can pretend to be but as a weighty 
and occupied and consequential epistemological space.”310 The space of unknowing as a 
weighty, occupied space where the tensions between desire and identity can calibrate and move 
is important for Scego’s vision of what can “count” as Italian. Her stories prompt multiple 
“comings out” to portray the many points of entry to the processes of knowing and unknowing 
that characterize migritude experience. Ironically, to “feel Italian” and acquire a house and a 
closet brings the narrator “into” the closet, a space where her migrant “side” becomes the 
unknown thing that must be disclosed and made into contested space. Divesting from the 
suitcase enacts a symbolic preference of belonging to the Italian family and threatens her 
belonging to her immediate blood family.    
 Sara Ahmed writes of the intimacy around shared objects that creates the notion of 
family. She describes being together as “having a place at the table” where kinship objects give 
form to the family as a social gathering.  
                                                                




 This orientation toward the family is what makes certain objects proximate …as the 
objects through which the family itself become given. This does not mean that to be 
oriented toward the family means inhabiting the same place. . . . The creation of small 
difference can be binding. In other words, we can achieve a field of preferred intimacy 
through becoming intimate with different likes. Love becomes an intimacy with what the 
other likes (rather than simply liking what the other likes), and is given on condition that 
such likes do not take us outside a shared horizon.311  
 
Ahmed writes this passage in the context of a discussion of happiness, and claims that happiness 
creates its own shared horizons. The narrator of “Dismatria” rejects the “happy object” of the 
suitcase for the “happy object” of the closet in order to mark her belonging to the “Italian 
family.” She finds a new “matrix” that allows for the maintenance of a shared horizon such that 
the two options are not mutually exclusive. She does so at a tea ritual where the “happy object” 
around which everyone gathers is food, indicatively food that is both “oriental” and “western.”312 
The protagonist’s clear love for this food and the sense of well-being with which it fills her 
marks her belonging to the individual family and to “Somaliness,” which also shows itself to be 
fundamentally hybrid and “migrant” in nature:  
The table was crammed with God’s every gift. Every delicacy, Oriental and Western, 
were present. It looked like something between Christmas lunch and the nightly breaking 
of the fast during the sacred month of Ramadan. Every centimeter of the table was 
occupied. Three types of spiced tea, two types of coffee, one spiced and the other not. . . . 
Zainab had even made her specialty. She had spent many years in Egypt and had prepared 
a chickpea and meat stew, a thing that reconciles with the divine.313 
 
This description of the table already betrays the way this family genuinely expresses a global 
                                                                
311 Sara Ahmed, The Promise of Happiness (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), 47. 
312 Scego, “Dismatria,” 15. 
313 “La tavola era imbandita di ogni ben di Dio. Di ogni leccornia presente in Oriente e in Occidente. Sembrava 
qualcosa tra il pranzo di Natale e il pasto serale che rompe il digiuno nel mese sacro di Ramadan. Ogni centimetro 
del tavolo era occupato. Tre tipi di tè speziato, due tipi di caffè, uno speziato e uno no. …Anche Zainab aveva fatto 
la sua specialità: lei, che era stata in Egitto tanti anni, ci aveva preparato uno stufato di ceci e carne, qualcosa che 




migrant constitution that extends to a hybrid cosmology. The reference to God and to Christian 
and Muslim practices shows that if one is what one eats, the multiple peregrinations of the family 
and their influences have made their way into both body and belief system—a shared horizon 
where gay friends, suitcases, closets, prayer rugs, and rock music can co-exist as Egyptian, 
Italian, and Somali delicacies do at a family table that serves as an example of what it means to 
be Italian.  
 Food and its importance to the transitional identities of diasporic subjects appears as 
dominant tropes in migritude texts and particularly so in the works of Igiaba Scego, in no small 
measure to do the prominence of food in dominant constructions of “Italianness.” The shift from 
one location to another changes access to familiar ingredients, cultures, and traditions enacted 
through food preparation, rituals of eating and social bonding, and defining oneself, as the saying 
goes, by what one eats. The material body and its meaning making processes are also the sites 
upon which state biopower is enforced. The body processes experience and digests it—or fails 
to, much like the body of the state can choose to integrate “foreign” bodies or expel them. Space, 
place, and time move through the state body and the migrant body with varying degrees of ease. 
Food recurs in migritude literature as an a culturally-charged happy object. The dynamic of its 
integration and expulsion enacts the relation between the state and the migrant in Scego’s 
writing.  
 Scego’s short story “Sausages,” perhaps her most prominent work amongst English-
language readers, recounts another unnamed narrator’s attempt to consume pork sausage. A 
Muslim Somali woman living in Rome, she worries that her hard-won, hybrid Italian identity 




measure.”314 The narrator is an Italian citizen who has just taken exams in order to qualify for 
civil service employment, but this legal development prompts her to consider whether her 
blackness would criminalize her as an immigrant, “therefore a potential criminal, to be 
fingerprinted by the government to prevent a crime that had not yet been committed (but which 
they supposed I might, sooner or later, commit)? Or would I be considered a revered, cosseted 
Italian, given the benefit of the doubt by the government, even if it showed up that I had a long 
police record?”315 The Bossi-Fini law surveils “irregular” bodies as a “preventive” measure, 
explicitly criminalizing all non-white persons. Scego indicts Italian criminalization and 
scapegoating of blackness and ties it to global anti-black racism. The narrator reads a news story 
about a black youth beaten up by policemen in the US and feels immediate resonance:  
 
I would be perfect—no one at my side to defend me. A perfect victim, the perfect “black 
woman” to beat up. . . . I am black, and I think that if you are black you are screwed. 
There’s no way out. You are already condemned to be the object of nasty, dirty looks in 
the best of cases - or of beatings, burnings, stoning, rapes, crucifixions, and murders. And 
there is no way out, not even if you are born in a country here everyone is the same color 
as you. In that case . . . you run the risk of dying of hardship after indescribable suffering, 
and then you have 90% chance of getting AIDS . . . If, by pure chance, you manage to 
escape these two courses, well, you can be sure that some civil war will soon get you. 
And if all this is not enough, you can always count on some natural disaster that will 
surely strike the country of blacks . . . People say we are oversensitive; they claim we 
scream racism for every little thing, but do you know what? Racism, unfortunately, is no 
joke. Hell, I’d love for it to be a super global joke, an internet farce, but the truth is, if 
you are black, you must live with this constant doubt.316 
  
She ties the gratuitous violence suffered by the American black youth to the broad violences of 
global anti-black racism from hate crimes, colonization, slavery, economic inequality, AIDS, 
                                                                






civil war, and environmental disaster. She draws attention to her black female body as a figure, 
“black woman,” to draw attention to the ways in which this “coding” makes of her an object 
open to gratuitous violence in the US, in Europe, or on the African continent. The desperation 
with which she feels she must prove her integration, her “Italianness” and particularly her 
“Romanness” manifests in an attempt to force herself to eat pork sausage. Roman cooking uses 
pork frequently, but pork is haram, forbidden by Islamic law. Pork sausage represents for this 
narrator a “happy object” that she must like to mark her belonging to the “shared horizon” of the 
Italian family. She hopes that the integration of pork in the body might produce an Italian body—
a process suggestive of the Christian notion of transubstantiation of Christ’s body in bread and 
wine. Considering Scego’s sustained concern with the fetishization of black women in Italy, it is 
hardly accidentally that she chooses a particularly phallic Roman food for her narrator consider 
forcefully integrating in order to belong. The narrator describes her cultural identity as feeling 
like “nothing” or “everything.” The “nothing” she feels like is indicated by what she believes her 
fingerprints look like: “Anonymous fingerprints, unattached to an identity, as neutral as plastic. 
…I wonder if they will affect my fingerprints. Perhaps, by eating a sausage, I might go from 
neutral fingertips to real “Made in Italy” fingerprints, but is this what I really want?”317 She 
debates this at length and ultimately vomits on the sausages before she has a chance to taste 
them.  
 Soon afterward, she learns that she has passed the civil service exam and does not have to 
eat pork sausage in order to be a part of the “Italian family.” She can limit herself to an intimacy 
with what the other (native Italians) like rather than liking it herself. The pathos of integration 
and expulsion closes with this assurance. However, vomiting as an expression of the bodily 





experience of cultural rejection or partial integration comes up again in Scego’s memoir, La mia 
casa é dove sono. She describes experiencing vicious racist bullying as a child at school. Around 
the same time, her mother temporarily disappears in Mogadishu amidst ongoing civil war. The 
combined experience results in a bulimic response:  
Something split inside me. . . I ran to the bathroom in a fury and put two fingers in my 
mouth. . . At first I only did it with doughnuts. Then I did it all the time: with baked 
goods, ravioli, sweets, lasagna, Somali rice and even spiced tea. I ate, and vomited. Then 
I ate again and threw everything up. These days, the idea of putting my fingers down my 
throat horrifies me, but at the time, it came as a relief. Vomiting removed my guilt. It 
gave me the illusion of unburdening myself from all the terrible things that happened to 
us. I was in the West surrounded by opulence, good food, and peace, while my mother 
may not have had a piece of bread to her name. How degenerate of a child was I to enjoy 
good food in her absence?318 
 
The rejection of her classmates who yell racist slurs at her and threaten her, together with the loss 
of cultural and identificatory continuity and nurturing her mother provides result in a “splitting.” 
While Scego’s mother is in Somalia, Scego attempts to “cleanse” herself of guilt about her better 
circumstances in Italy by expelling mostly Italian foods. Whereas her mother cannot enjoy the 
luxuries of safety and good food, Scego force-feeds herself these luxuries only to reject them 
until her mother returns and balance is restored. Scego’s narrator in “Salsicce” responds to the 
obligation to be fingerprinted by attempting a transmutation of her Muslim, black, Somali body 
into something closer to a Christian, white, Italian body by consuming a forbidden food that 
serves as a “happy object,” or kinship object, for Italian belonging. In both narratives, the need to 
                                                                
318 “Fu allora che qualcosa si spezzò dentro di me. . . . Corsi in bagno come una furia, e mi infilai due dita in bocca. 
…All’inizio lo facevo solo con i ciambelloni confezionati. Poi cominciai a farlo sempre: con le merendine, con i 
ravioli, con i dolci, con le lasagne, con il riso all somala e perfino con il tè speziato. Mangiavo e vomitavo. E poi 
mangiavo di nuovo e di nuovo vomitavo tutto. Oggi l’idea di mettermi due dita in gola mi fa orrore. Ma in quel 
periodo era un sollievo. Il vomito mi lavava dal mio senso di colpa. Avevo l’illusione di sgravarmi da tutto il male 
che ci era successo. Io ero in Occidente circondata dall’ opulenza, dal buon mangiare, dalla pace, mentre mia madre 
forse non aveva nemmeno un pezzetto di pane da ingoiare. Che figlia degenere ero a godere del cibo in su assenza?” 




belong manifests in a pathological forcing of “happy objects” into the body. In both narratives, 
the attempt fails, and any seat at the table is contingent on an acceptance of unknowing, anger, 




Coda: Imaging the Migrant 
 
 
“We all love to see bodies from Africa that move. We all  
Love to move our bodies to rhythms from Africa. But we 
are all terrified of African bodies that speak.” 
 
—Shailja Patel from “The Making (Migrant Song)” 
 
 
 The previous chapters have discussed how migritude literature asserts the subjectivity of 
the invisible migrant and charts the phenomenology of the migrant condition through the 
expression of anger, shame, and ambivalence. This literature explicitly and implicitly writes 
against gendered and racial objectification in mainstream narratives that reinforce neocolonial 
ideologies. In the Global North, perceptions of migration around the world and of the European 
migration crisis in particular is shaped largely by news media. Any responsible study of the 
aesthetic representation of migrant experience must extend to the visual and its discourses across 
geopolitical imaginaries on the understanding that representation is a crucial battleground for 
migrant justice. It meditates on the ethical challenges and interests involved in the visual 
representation of migrants. My concern with the ethics of visual representation emerged with the 
prevalence of photographs of migrant boats on the Mediterranean at the height of European 
migration crisis.  
 Public perception of who migrants are is often shaped by what they look like, hence the 
ease with which racist and criminalizing discourses are deemed acceptable from politicians and 
news media. I was most struck by the frequency with which sympathetic narratives referred to 
the “human side of migration” or referred to photographs and documentary films as 
“humanizing” migrants without critical reflection on the implied dehumanization or non-




discourses that produce empathy in the viewer. This prompted a series of questions about literary 
versus visual genres of migrant representation: As visual genres necessarily make physical 
objects of people and place them in a frame, how might they work to express migrant 
subjectivity rather than reinforce migrant objectification? What might ethical representations of 
migrant subjects in photojournalism and documentary film look like? Where is the line between 
“poverty porn” that sensationalizes suffering and representations of suffering that move viewers 
to political action? What is the relationship between affect and political action when non-
migrants represent the migrant condition for an assumed non-migrant viewer?  
 This coda explores a selection of visual texts specific to the Italian context of the 
Mediterranean migration crisis as object lessons to test them for the possibilities for an ethical 
politics of migrant representation. The need for specialized training and equipment and access to 
funding create high barriers to entry into photography and film making. As a result, visual texts 
by migrants representing themselves for a non-migrant audience—rather than for themselves and 
their communities—are few, and even fewer are well known, or mainstream.319 Ethiopian 
refugee filmmaker and migrant activist Dagmawi Yimer stands out as an important exception. 
His films include Come un uomo sulla terra (2008) (Like A Man on Earth) made in collaboration 
with Andrea Segre, Soltanto il Mare (2011) (Only the Sea), and Va’ Pensiero, Storie ambulanti 
(2013). Another is Fred Kudjo Kuwornu, half-Italian-Jewish half-Ghanian first-generation Italian 
filmmaker and activist best known for his documentaries 18 IUS Soli (2011) and Blaxploitalian 
(2016). To my knowledge, female migrant filmmakers are yet to make their emergence. More 
migrant film emerges every year, and a growing Nollywood industry is gaining traction in Italy. 
                                                                
319 Crucial work is being done on the relationship between migration, digital technologies, and the use of social 
media by Sandra Ponzanesi, Ato Quayson, Claudia Minchilli, and Inderpal Grewal. (See: International Conference 
on “Migration and Mobility in a Digital Age: Paradoxes of Connectivity and Belonging,” Columbia University, 




One must also consider the consequences of living in a technological moment where individuals 
in some of the poorest countries in the world have access to the internet and digital video 
recording media on cell phones and are able to represent themselves, tell their stories, and gain 
audiences to their work.320  
 However, my point of inquiry is the mainstream photojournalism and film that shape 
public discourse due to heavy circulation on a transnational scale. I have therefore chosen texts 
with wide distribution in the US and parts of Europe. Italian photojournalist Giulio Piscitelli’s 
work has appeared in a vast array of news media across the US and Europe. With the exception 
of Dagmawi Yimer and Andrea Segre’s Come un uomo sulla terra which I discuss briefly to 
consider testimonial formats of documentary film, I choose films that benefit from the global 
distribution reach of Netflix: Jonas Carpignano’s Mediterranea (2015) and Gianfranco Rosi’s 
Fuocoammare (Fire at Sea) (2016). What counts as “minor,” “world,” or “global” is a question 
that emerges again in the context of film and television with Netflix’s new global distribution 
and streaming model. Ramon Lobato writes in Netflix Nations that Netflix’s ability to distribute 
licensed and original content in countries as far-flung from one another as Vietnam, India, 
Nigeria, Poland, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, South Korea, Turkey, and Indonesia, as CEO 
Reed Hastings boasted at the Consumer Electrics Show (CES) in 2016, poses new and important 
questions about the idea of global television and its relevance to globalization and cultural 
imperialism.321 Netflix only distributes professionally produced content, unlike YouTube or 
                                                                
320 In the expanded study, I would like to explore the important work being done on the relationship between 
migration, digital technologies, and the use of social media by Sandra Ponzanesi, Ato Quayson, Claudia Minchilli, 
and Inderpal Grewal (See: International Conference on “Migration and Mobility in a Digital Age: Paradoxes of 
Connectivity and Belonging,” Columbia University, Paris 10-11, 2018) and engage with archives of visual texts 
produced by migrants. I imagine this research to produce at least one or two more chapters looking at the aesthetics, 
or what the “tude” of migritude could mean for visual culture. I am also interested in seeing how these ideas might 
apply to social media self-representation and other similar artistic interventions. 





Facebook, which both publish user-produced content where migrants are more likely to upload 
self-created content for self-selected audiences. However, what constitutes a mainstream 
audience, a national audience, or a Global North audience is increasingly tricky to discern as 
discourses around Netflix show that the service’s localization to serve various national tastes is 
changing and expanding palettes around the world. More people are consuming content from 
countries with which they have no relationship through the help of subtitles, and television and 
cinema blogospheres are recommending a wide array of content that extends well beyond 
national productions. However, in a reflection of literary distribution circuits, Netflix defines 
‘local’ by language. Lobato writes,  
The definition of local seems to be quite flexible: in English-language markets, local 
might mean a mix of British and American content, whereas Spanish or Mexican dramas 
might count as local in South American nations, and Egyptian and Turkish soaps might 
count as local in the Arab world. . . . In any case, the bulk of the catalog in each 
country—including both licensed titles and original production—skews heavily 
American.322 
 
The implications of this for documentary audiences is important. While American content like 
popular televisions shows or Hollywood blockbusters are distributed and consumed all over the 
world (and were so to a lesser degree before Netflix brought digital streaming into the home), 
audiences for documentary film are already inclined to consume international, socially conscious 
content made in languages not their own. Documentary audiences must be thought of through the 
industry concept of “psychographics” rather than demographics—in other words, through 
political and social orientation and socio-economic status rather than age, gender, or global 
location. Both Mediterranea and Fuocoammare were simultaneously available on Netflix, and 
having watched one often resulted in Netflix recommending the other. This was true as I watched 





them and recommended them to friends in New York, in Italy, and in Bangladesh. Information on 
global viewer consumption is limited due to Netflix’s ownership of quantitative data. However, 
Netflix opens up some particularly interesting avenues for thinking about what kind of audiences 
a documentary film imagines through the political education it attempts to confer.  
 
 
On the Real and the Frame 
 
 In The Migrant Image, T.J. Demos asks, “How is it possible to represent artistically life 
severed from representation politically?”323 This question engages specifically with the ethics of 
form and throws into relief documentary’s purchase on the real and the real as a construction of 
political visibility. Pooja Rangan approaches this question not by asking how the humanity of 
“life severed from representation politically” can be represented but rather how the “humanity” 
of subaltern subjects is produced by documentary film. In Immediations: The Humanitarian 
Impulse in Documentary, Rangan asks:  
How does the perception of humanity at risk drive the production of humanist aesthetic 
forms that produce the “humanity” that they claim to document? How does the urgent 
ethical imperative of representing lives at risk lead to new formal innovations in the 
“creative treatment of actuality? Why does the dubious pursuit of humanity reinforce 
documentary’s reputation as a progressive, reflexive discourse, and what do the so-called 
beneficiaries of this discourse stand to gain or lose from this pursuit?324 
 
While Rangan is particularly interested in participatory documentary, a form that places the 
camera in hands of the subaltern subjects to whom it gives voice, I am more interested in the 
documentaries that depart from realism and rely on staged representation to communicate their 
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political truths. I assess the usefulness of realism in experiments of ethical representation to 
critique realism as a necessity for communicating political truth that may rely too heavily on 
Western Enlightenment notions of objectivity rendered false by any analysis of the structure of 
visual representation.   
 This is yet another departure from the rest of my archive thus far. All of the texts I have 
previously analyzed save for Cristina Ali Farah’s Madre Piccola are non-fiction texts, and even 
Madre Piccola is committed to a sober realism. It frames each of its narrators as speaking to an 
interlocutor and creates the sense that the reader may be rudely eavesdropping. However, my 
literary archive consists of texts that, within their realism, are hybrid or multi-modal in form, 
including the Italophone works that use polyvocality and multiple languages to disturb, even if 
slightly, the parameters of the conventions in which they work. However, the function of the real 
in visual discourses has different affective effects. Central to the debate around each text I 
discuss in this coda is the relationship between fact and fiction, informative modes and aesthetic 
concerns, and how each text’s purchase on truth differs accordingly. Photojournalism purports to 
inform, and yet the genre is a nebulous combination of objective documentation and aesthetic 
choice. The purpose of documentary film, similarly, is to inform and illuminate, though newer 
documentary forms include hybrid genres that incorporate actors and dramatizations. The 
docudrama, for example, is explicitly hybrid, putting documentary strategies and narrative 
strategies together to aim at broader, more provocative evocations of the Mediterranean 
migration crisis than a “straight” representation might achieve. Though Mediterranea and 
Fuocoammare use these strategies in different ways, I identify them as docudramas for the 
purposes of this analysis.325 This minuscule selection of texts cannot possibly account for the 
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massive body of photographic and filmic production that documents and comments on the 
European migration crisis. These texts operate merely as object lessons to test questions about 
the visual’s claim to truthfulness and its ethics through an analysis of affective response as it 
relates to “humanization.” Rangan writes that “[i]t is only in the perceived absence of humanity . 
. . that we can pinpoint the ideological work that goes into defining its attributes, which can 
otherwise appear perfect natural, transhistorical, and self-evident.”326 I argue that imaging 
migrants and the migration crisis often runs the risk of fetishizing displacement and misery, 
reifying victimhood, and dehumanizing the migrant subject while attempting a humanitarian 
argument about subjects whose lack of humanity is always already perceived. However, 
documentary work that deprioritizes claims to authenticity and explicitly invests in 
aestheticization may produce affective responses with greater ethical potential.  
 The technical nature of the camera in photography and film, as Andrè Bazin writes, 
“confers on them a quality of credibility absent from all other picture-making.”327 The apparatus 
of the camera is perceived as impassive and objective, with a special purchase on “truth.” The 
presence and intention of the image-maker is effaced. However, image-makers manipulate visual 
elements in a deliberate process of selection for political meaning and aesthetic effect. 
Disappearing behind the camera, photojournalists and documentarists utilize the image and the 
authoritative voice of the camera for political communication and as a mechanism of social 
reform. Susan Sontag writes in Regarding the Pain of Others, “something becomes real—to 
those who are elsewhere, following it as ‘news’—by being photographed.”328 She writes, “Being 
a spectator of calamities taking place in another country is a quintessential modern experience, 
                                                                
326 Ibid, 7. 
327 Andrè Bazin, “The ontology of the Photographic Image,” Film Theory and Criticism, 6th ed., eds. Leo Braudy 
and Marshall Cohen (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 169. 




the cumulative offering by more than a century and a half’s worth of those professional, 
specialized tourists known as journalists.”329 The word “tourist” implies an accusation of 
voyeurism, or a participation and reinforcement of the pleasure taken from the misery of those 
less powerful. This pleasure is the special pathos of those living in rich countries and a pleasure 
to which image-makers often appeal to generate political or economic support for a cause. 
Photojournalism produces images as documents, revealing the “truth” of the world “out there” 
and its consequences. One must remember the Latin etymological root of the word 
“documentary”: docere, to teach. However, choices about what elements are foregrounded shape 
any didactic narrative. An image, regardless of its original intentions and context of production, 
can be instrumentalized for different effects across media platforms, time, and space.  
 In Frames of War, Judith Butler worries about images that conscript the viewer to 
national narratives that justify war by leaving human precarity outside of the frame. She defines 
“precarity” as “that politically induced condition in which certain populations suffer from failing 
social and economic networks of support and become differently exposed to injury, violence, and 
death.”330 She calls for images that show not only war itself but its consequences. Images of war 
that celebrate patriotic glory on foreign land make the collateral damage of war literally and 
politically peripheral. Butler expresses hope that images that foreground precarity can function 
as “alternative images” with potential to engender “an anti-war politics that focuses on the 
dispossessed and those rendered precarious in ways that require new vocabularies and new 
practices.”331 In contrast to the images of war, mainstream media images of the Mediterranean 
migration crisis focus primarily on human precarity. However, the new visual vocabularies or 
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practices that this photography may have produced have questionable power to resist narratives 
of nationalist conscription. Photography remains immensely powerful in making violence and 
human precarity real. However, it is also true that instrumentalizing photographs to call for 
justice may be futile in a historical moment when media saturation and the deracination of 
information makes media often as ineffectual as it is ubiquitous.  
 Photographs of the European migration crisis are shocking. An endless stream of them 
appeared daily in global news media through its course, accompanied by articles stating the 
approximate statistics of migrants crossing, numbers of migrants drowning, and the numbers of 
migrants reaching the borders. The photographs were almost always the same: absurd numbers 
of dark-skinned people wearing orange life vests crammed into tiny boats, floating or drowning 
in water an offensive, astonishing blue. For the sympathetic viewer, images that “raise 
awareness” implicitly conscript the viewer to participate in neoliberal politics of charity rather 
than an explicit participation or assent to anti-immigrant policies. For viewers unsympathetic to 
the migrant cause, images of migrant crossing may elicit anxieties of invasion, of the horde, or 
“reverse colonization,” conscripting viewers to support policies that strengthen European 
borders. Similar or the same photographs appear in news outlets with opposite leanings and are 
deployed accordingly.  
 Images of war in which soldiers stand above maimed civilians, for example, or images 
that show individuals victimized by particular moments of a war, show exactly that: the ravages 
of war. War usually has clear opponents, whose weapons can be identified and even 
photographed, with the crucial exception of drone warfare, which enacts the same violence from 
a distance as the border regimes of the Mediterranean. The historical and geopolitical sources of 




These images show relentless, arbitrary violence but in the passive voice: migrants are dying, not 
being killed. News stories report harsh deserts and choppy waters, as if victims were dying from 
violent landscapes rather than oppressive political regimes, terrorist oppression, environmental 
crises, and poverty created and sustained by global economic inequality, and ultimately, the 
neglect and xenophobia of European nation-states. Murder is reduced to mere tragedy, with 
causes and perpetrators scrubbed out of the picture. Sontag reminds us: “the case against war 
does not rely on information about who and when and where; the arbitrariness of the relentless 
slaughter is evidence enough. To those who are sure that right is on one side, oppression and 
injustice on the other, and the fighting must go on, what matters is precisely who is killed and by 
whom.”332  In this case, those on the left insist that the migrants in the photographs are victims in 
need of humanitarian assistance and those on the right see migrants as threats to national security 
and the integrity of national culture. In news media, “migrants” is also a catch-all term because 
places of origin, ethnicity, political or economic contexts, and forces of violence causing these 
individuals to flee cannot be easily identified or summarized. Ironically, the more complex the 
situation, the more simplistic the narrative. Victims are generalized as “boat people” whose skin 
color ranges from brown to black—a distinction that is often read as the demarcation between 
“legitimate refugees” and “economic migrants,” the latter of which are more likely to be denied 
papers and deported.333 (On both sides of the Mediterranean, Middle Eastern refugees fare better 
than African refugees, whose stories are more often buried and whose cases are more often seen 
as illegitimate. A combination of racism, colorism, and the assumption that poverty is not a form 
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of persecution results in drastic circumstances for African migrants in particular.) This lack of 
context makes the difference between images captioned as showing tragedy and images more 
accurately described as depicting atrocity rather murky.  
 Sontag discusses the ways in which anti-war photography believes that “if the horror 
could be made vivid enough, most people would finally take in the outrageousness, the insanity 
of war” and refuse to participate.334 And yet, she notes, war inevitably comes anyway, only to be 
documented further for news, history, and posterity. It seems that no matter how horrible, how 
outrageous, or how insane the scenes of atrocity can be, image saturation can dull the shock of 
the real. Recirculation collapses myriad, urgent narratives into series, a flat visual genre, 
normalizing the rendering of human beings into objects. How are engaged photojournalists to 
address the challenge of a benumbed audience? Put another way, how might critics, as Sontag 
and Butler have done with the photography of war, address the affective dimensions and ethical 
quandaries of the photography of the Mediterranean migration crisis? What is it that consistently 
fails to reinforce and extend the moment of shock and horror the viewer experiences upon seeing 
images of human suffering? What does it take to move a viewer beyond numbness to political 
action? 
 A further banalization occurs through statistics that aim to communicate the scale of the 
problem but often exceeds the understanding of the reader. We watch the numbers of migrants 
rise and fall based on the success of European border management strategies.335 This counting 
does not always make clear whose lives and deaths count in assessing where to place our 
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investment and our grief.336 The trouble seems to be, in fact, in the numbers. The greater the 
number of those affected by injustice, the less capacity one can assume of a viewer or reader 
who experiences the crisis as a real “out there.” Rather than tropes, we require narratives of the 
individual to “humanize” migrants thorugh stories that make the precarity of their lives further 
real, accompanied by visual icons that function as shorthand. 
 
Object Lesson: Aylan Kurdi 
 
 The most immediately efficacious visual icon for affective solicitation is that of The Dead 
Child. Nilüfer Demis’s photograph of a Kurdish Syrian two-year-old, Alyan Kurdi, who died the 
coast of Bodrum, Turkey in 2015 went immediately viral. Kurdi’s family had tried to cross the 
sea in an inflatable raft to escape the ISIS-besieged city of Kobane, Syria. As is often the case, 
the smugglers who orchestrated their departure for a fee refused to operate the raft themselves 
and left Kurdi’s father, Abdullah, to steer. The raft capsized, and Kurdi, his brother Galib, and 
his mother Rehana died at sea. Kurdi’s body washed up onto the sand, and Demis captured the 
scene for Dogan News. Her photographs spread across news platforms and social media with 
extraordinary speed. The most circulated image of is of Kurdi’s corpse face down in the sand, 
the tide slowly coming in underneath him. In the foreground are the soles of his shoes, slightly 
overlapping as his legs lie limply together. He wears little dark blue shorts and a red t-shirt that is 
partially raised, exposing his belly. His smallness, the primary colors of his tiny clothes, his tiny 
shoes are deeply disturbing because of how endearing they would be if he were alive. This 
renders him that much more abject, his death more horrifying. We only see about a quarter of his 
face. He is, from the photograph, unidentifiable. He could be any child. This makes him the 
                                                                




every-child, the universal Child, the figure against which tolerance for political violence meets 
its limit—what Butler calls the grievable life. He comes to represent the innocence of all 
children and their right to life—a right presumed to be “beyond politics” as Justin Trudeau, 
Canadian politician, commented in his response, just before he won the Canadian federal 
election and became Prime Minister.  
 Trudeau, like several other political leaders, claimed to respond not as a politician but as 
a father. The public consensus around the innocence of the Child as “beyond political” is in fact 
what makes the figure of the Child, as Lee Edelman points out in No Future, insidiously and 
oppressively political, “insofar as the fantasy subtending the image of the Child shapes the logic 
within which the political itself must be thought.”337 Edelman makes the argument that 
heteronormative political logic revolves around an imagined future for which children are the 
conduit—a politics more concerned with the abstract future that children represent than the just 
governance of the already living. The conviction that politics meet their limit in the face of the 
lives of children as the most valued good has implied within it, in this context, that the innocence 
of the Child counts as a life because, in its essential and inherent innocence, it cannot be framed 
as a threat. Kurdi’s statelessness cannot be criminalized to justify border aggression and 
punishing refugee policies. Statelessness is rendered a crime against the state, an infraction to be 
justified. However, children do not migrate of their own volition and have little agency. That 
Kurdi is the only one in the photograph and has a name and a family whose story can be traced 
and told bears significant weight. Images of adult migrants, usually in large groups, may induce 
fear of the unknowable, unassimilable horde. Kurdi’s knowability is perhaps deepened by his 
being light-skinned. The comparative lack of discussion or acknowledgment of the hundreds of 
                                                                




extremely young African girls whose bodies are regularly discovered in the water on their way to 
be sold into prostitution in Europe—and also criminalized for not only their statelessness but for 
their participation, though usually unbeknownst to them, in criminal networks—should not go 
unnoticed.338 Kurdi is the poster child for the grievable life. By contrast, there are no iconic 
photographs of missing African girls. They are the ungrievable life, or “those that cannot be lost, 
cannot be destroyed, because they already inhabit a lost and destroyed zone…To destroy them 
actively might even seem like a kind of redundancy, or a way of simply ratifying a prior 
truth.”339 Ironically, the subsuming of the individuality of Kurdi to make of him an icon is what 
makes his life grievable. He is rendered into life through a photograph that made his family into a 
story. His life is only apprehended as such after his death, and that apprehension served as a 
precondition for subjecting him to a second ontological erasure. He is no longer Aylan Kurdi but 
the image of the Syrian and Mediterranean refugee crisis.   
 Certainly, Kurdi and his family could not possibly have provided anything like informed 
consent for the capture and circulation of their images. They were subject to Demis’ camera. The 
viewer is the consumer of news, mostly likely in Europe and in the US, safely away from Syrian 
civil war and, most of the time, from the coasts from where these tragedies take place. Outrage 
here comes from being moved for a child, feeling bad, through pity and sorrow. At the risk of 
sounding cynical, I believe it is worth considering how these affective responses can operate as 
social cachet, lauding the viewer as sensitive to the humanitarian cause through the simple act of 
consumption. This emotional capital commodifies the images into a form of “poverty porn”—the 
peddling of stereotypes of human misery as a phenomenon occurring only elsewhere.  
 The harsh realities of migrant suffering and death that this photograph brought to the 
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general public are far from new. The image is a site of ambivalence, rallying emotional responses 
in resistance to global injustice while inspiring criticism for instrumentalizing the death of a child 
for political purposes. (Some anti-migrant outlets accused the photograph of being staged.) This 
instrumentalization is humanitarian in nature, and the outrage is as diffuse as the perpetrators. 
Around the world, the outcry was for greater acceptance of refugees. Though Trudeau made little 
change to Canadian immigration his heartfelt public statements greatly increased his popularity. 
Little media coverage pointed the finger at powerful nations fighting a proxy war in Syria that 
has leveled its landscape, killing and displacing thousands. Again, perpetrators for his death are 
too many and too diffuse, so the public stops at an outcry with an ambiguous addressee. These 
images inspire outrage. However, as Butler acknowledges, “outrage is not political resistance.”340 
The hope behind the harrowing photograph taken by the engaged or concerned photographer is 
the hope that shock might inspire compassion, indignation, empathy. However, shock is limited. 
Sontag writes “The problem is not that people remember through photographs, but that they 
remember only the photographs. . . . Harrowing photographs do not inevitably lose their power 
to shock. But they are not much help if the task is to understand. Narratives can make us 
understand. Photographs do something else: they haunt us.”341  
 Despite the photograph’s inability to generate enough outrage for lasting political 
resistance against violent border policies, I would like to linger on what makes the photograph of 
Alyan Kurdi an image that, at least, moves. The circulation of the photo resulted in a spike in 
donations to organizations that assist refugees, and the image continues to be used in media 
narratives highlighting the deathly nature of the crisis. That this is an image of not only a child 
but specifically a dead child is significant. Margaret Schwartz, in “An Iconography of the Flesh,” 
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theorizes the corpse as “vibrant matter,” or a heterogenous assemblage of affect, social and ritual 
practice, and the materiality whose agency may exceed that of the body in life—a line of 
thinking that sees the corpse as the “material beginnings of memory, inheritance, and ultimately 
ethics.”342 Differently put, the dead body can often make much more meaning than the body in 
life. It can make meaning that makes the impact of mortality the invisible foundation of ethical 
relations. Schwartz identifies how the corpse is a call to ethics in the way it reminds us of our 
sovereignty over our persons, our own flesh, and of the horror and abjection of decomposition. 
The corpse is referential, the remains of someone, a subject who has left it behind. The 
ontological instability of the corpse calls us to responsibility. It is both someone and not someone 
anymore. The ontological instability of the corpse has as much to do with the body as with the 
loss of individuality in death. Butler flags the precondition of individuality, the requirement that 
we see the corpse as the corpse of someone, as a central challenge in the development of an 
ethical discursive frame. She calls for the recognition of a life as a life not through individuality 
but through apprehension of the precariousness of the Other as a reflection of one’s own—a 
phenomenological encounter that privileges what Emmanuel Levinas describes as “ethics as first 
philosophy”—as a new, radical politics with which to resist conscriptions to war and other state 
abuses.  
 It is important here to distinguish precarity from precariousness. Whereas precarity 
describes an inequality of power, precariousness refers to a universal, ontological condition of 
the human in which we are all vulnerable to and exposed to the possibility of destruction 
regardless of our access to power and safety. Precariousness is the basic human condition. Butler 
emphasizes that the ontological status of the human body is not universal because the 
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measurement of the value of life as a life is shaped by precarity, the vulnerability of each body’s 
social condition, making the ontology of the body a social ontology.343 This understanding of 
ontology as always-already politically constituted invites us to pry open our epistemologies for 
the evaluation of human life as worthy of protection from destruction. Butler holds that the 
epistemological ability to recognize life as a life is dependent on recognition, dependent on 
parameters for what qualifies life as life—a kind of intelligibility, knowability. To apprehend a 
life, in contrast to recognition, is “marking, registering, acknowledging without full 
cognition.”344 Put another way, to apprehend is to register the Other without recognizing her 
through the parameters of knowability that make her a life toward which one feels ethical 
responsibility. To push beyond being apprehended, to be recognized, one must have 
recognizability. Put yet another way, the parameters of political representation make one 
intelligible and knowable, whereas the undocumented person, whose movements are illicit, must 
struggle to be recognized without the recognizability of these formal measures of personhood, of 
life as a life.  
 The ethical relation Butler is calling for is one in which personhood and the individual 
are not conflated. Precariousness alone should be that which makes the subject ethically 
obligated toward another—rather than relying on shared recognizability as a prerequisite for 
sympathy and on sympathy as a prerequisite for meaningful political action in the form of 
protection of the Other against precarity. I emphasize sympathy rather than empathy, because 
shared experience or the ability to imagine the experience of the Other should not be a 
prerequisite for compassion for the Other whose experience and being in the world one does not 
share, understand, or relate to. To require that one be “humanized” before we are able to feel 
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compassion for her is in itself an ontological violence, a dehumanization. To tell a story with the 
goal of “humanizing” then begins with the assumption that the humanity of the subject must be 
argued for through their suffering. Images of suffering narrate precarity in hopes of evoking 
precariousness as a shared quality between the viewer and the subject’s being-in-the-world, and 
this way risk sensationalizations that reinforce the inequality of power that they seek to call into 
question.  
 
Object Lesson: Harraga 
 
 Sontag addresses the complex line between aesthetic and the informative: “For the 
photography of atrocity, people want the weight of witnessing without the taint of artistry, which 
is equated with insincerity or mere contrivance. . . . By flying low, artistically speaking, such 
pictures are thought to be less manipulative—all widely distributed images of suffering now 
stand under that suspicion—and less likely to arouse facile compassion or identification.”345 The 
more “informative” an image looks, the less manipulated, the less poetic, the more seriously it 
takes both the subject and its viewer. However, the less poetic an image, the less likely it may be 
to arrest the viewer and do what little the image can do: invite the viewer to learn, examine, ask 
who and how and why, and perhaps, what she can do about it. If an image is overly artistic, 
however, it toes the ethical line, dehumanizes the subject, and mocks their pain. No matter what 
the form, we cannot stop looking and demand that images to make matters “real,” and make the 
“real” matter. Sontag devastates in noting: “Perhaps the only people with the right to look at 
images of suffering of this extreme order are those who could do something to alleviate it—say, 
the surgeons at the military hospital where the photograph was taken—or those who could learn 
                                                                




from it. The rest of us are voyeurs, whether or not we mean to be.”346  
 Perhaps it is not possible to avoid doing some ontological violence when making the 
body of the Other an object through image making. I consider the project of Italian 
photojournalist of migration, Giulio Piscitelli. Piscitelli has spent several years documenting war 
and its attending migrations in countries including Syria, Egypt, Libya, and Ukraine. In 2012, he 
exhibited a selection of his work on Mediterranean migratory routes under the title “Da lì a qui” 
(“From There to Here”), a collection that won him the prestigious Magnum Emergency Fund, 
which grants experienced photojournalists the resources to follow an issue of global import long-
term. As he explains in an interview with Vice, photojournalism follows the waves of media 
interest. When interest in an issue spikes, so do the numbers of photojournalists in the area, and 
this is the nature of the profession. The choice to remain in a place and dwell on the story is a 
personal choice and a material one.347 Piscitelli’s work is supported by the world renowned 
agency and publishing house for photography, Contrasto, which handles the production of high 
quality photographs for collection and distribution. Its focuses are as varied as photojournalism, 
fashion, and fine art. Piscitelli’s photographs of Mediterranean migration and political unrest 
have been published in Internazionale, The New York Times, Espresso, Stern, Io donna, 
Newsweek, Vanity Fair, Time, La Stampa, Vrji, and The Guardian. From these photographs was 
born his photo book, HARRAGA; in viaggio bruciando le frontiere (Harraga: On the road, 
burning borders), published by Contrasto in 2017.  
 I am interested in Piscitelli not only because his work is quietly ubiquitous, but because 
“taint of artistry” in his work is subtle but powerful. I am also intrigued by his studied avoidance 
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of explicit representations of suffering. In interviews, he is careful to avoid making controversial 
statements, emphasizing himself and his career more than the subject of his work. However, his 
photographs are suggestive of his politics, and he conscientiously qualifies each photograph with 
an accompanied written explanation. Ironically, his dedication to remaining on location seems to 
come from a slight distrust of the kinds of media narratives to which he must contribute his 
photography. It is this dedication to location that sets Piscitelli apart. He sets out to photograph 
that which falls outside of dominant media narratives, including the scant attention to the causes 
of mass exodus. The book opens with a map of North Africa, Europe, and the Middle East, with 
arrows criss-crossing over one another to show overlapping migration routes. The map points out 
the main countries where refugees come “regardless of their reasons for their departure,” the 
Schengen area, principal transit countries, countries that refuse entry, and main crossing zones.348 
Over 180 pages, Piscitelli shows the viewer scenes of migrants waiting for trucks and on trucks 
on the Sahara desert, on the borders between Egypt, Libya, and North Sudan. Many photographs 
stretch across two pages, side shots of men running across the expanse of the sand. He 
photographs migrants waiting at various points for smugglers to come transport them, waiting 
outside of the border fence between Spain and Morocco, on the edges of the beach towns on 
Tunisia, and waiting to sail for Lampedusa. For this project, he paid smugglers and joined a 
group of migrants sailing for Lampedusa and tells the tale in the few narrative pages between 
photographs in his book. Despite a failing engine, he and his fellow travelers make it safely to 
Lampedusa. Stretching over two pages, one photograph shows migrants in silhouette on the 
beach where they wait for a boat to Lampedusa. The written narrative suggests that these are 
people with whom he shared his boat. The wide shot shows a night sky dense with bright stars 
                                                                




and the last orange brushstrokes of sunset. Migrants stand in clusters with their backs to the 
camera. No faces are visible. Both the clusters and the photograph feel illicit, caught without the 
knowledge of its subjects. This image of waiting evokes the danger of the journey and the magic 
of its promise because of its aesthetic setting and framing. With no faces exposed, there is only a 
density of mood. The photograph does not sentimentalize the journey by appealing to the 
viewer’s sympathy but by overwhelming the viewer with the vast narrative opacity of physical 
landscape. The seas the migrants wait to cross stretch into the setting sun, empty, flat, and 
vaguely ominous. Without victims or perpetrators, this is not a photograph of suffering as much 
as an image pregnant with questions: Is this adventure? Can one come back? Are they safe? Who 
are they hiding from? Who will take them? The poetics of the image beg the question rather than 
offer a story wholesale.  
 In even the most “informative” of photographs, a poetics emerges. One shows migrants 
in a prison for illegal immigrants in Tripoli. Piscitelli writes in his caption that the prison in 
question was built with the economic support of the EU. He adds, “It lacked basic healthcare for 
inmates, and each room held more than 60 people. . . . Inmates denounced continuous acts of 
violence by the guards.”349 In the photograph, eight men sit together on a row of mattresses 
against a wall covered in fading graffiti. The mattresses are thin. Some are stacks of mattresses 
and folded blankets piled on top of each other. On the floor are some bowls and bottles of water. 
The walls have graffiti in Arabic and English along with other faded, indecipherable scrawls. 
Only three men look directly at the camera. These are expressions of anxiety worn long, a 
particular combination of fear and boredom. For men in recline, not a single figure could be 
described as relaxed. They do not know how long they will be held. The violence within the 
                                                                




frame is one of time held in abeyance with the signs of many others, whose years have been 
stolen, begging to be heard on the walls behind them. These images shift the emphasis from 
movement onto stasis, drawing attention to how much of migration’s time is spent in detainment, 
waiting, and stasis. This suggests important questions about migrant time and how stillness and 
the theft of futurity can be represented in genres dependent on dynamic movement or plot.  
 Piscitelli makes up for the the way acts of violence and European funding lay outside of 
the frame by captioning them in. In some cases, perpetrators are not so abstract. A striking 
photograph shows an Eritrean refugee’s scarred back from torture he survived in Sinai. Another 
photo shows Sudanese refugee Hassan Mekki’s back with massive scars across it that look as if 
spiked, metal cords are running underneath his skin. Mekki was beaten by neo-fascists possibly 
linked to Golden Dawn. As he is undocumented, he did not report the attack.350 The image 
immediately recalls photographs that document the abuses of plantation slavery. Piscitelli 
himself makes the connection several times through the book, calling attention to the visual 
echos between US and Caribbean plantation slavery and racial capitalism in Europe. This is 
particularly true of Piscitelli’s photographs of Rosarno, Calabria, where, in 2010, race riots broke 
out as a result of Italians shooting two African boys returning from working in slave-like 
conditions on farms. He offers us photographs of makeshift camps where seasonal workers, 
mostly migrant Africans, live during the orange harvest. We see another of a temporary reception 
camp and another of a huge, lush scene of two workers sorting tomatoes. One ruby red fruit is 
caught glistening in mid-air, as if advertising sauce. Piscitelli writes,  
. . . they are paid 50 cents for a crate of oranges and their workday extends well beyond 
the 8 hours established by national law. There is no real lodging and these people camp 
out as best they can in old, abandoned industrial buildings or in tent cities and temporary 
ghettos…there are no health services, no electricity or running water in the places 
                                                                




inhabited by the workers . . .351 
 
His photographs of the race riots do not appear in this book but are some of the most circulated 
in reporting on the event.  
 Despite resistance from the authorities, Piscitelli makes his way into centri di 
identificazione ed expulsione (CIE), centers for identification and expulsion. The result is a series 
of photographs of the interiors of empty rooms in detention centers. In one, a long green hallway 
illuminated with fickle fluorescent lighting has a large, indelible blood stain on the floor. The 
window underneath it has been burned and patched up. There are burn marks on many walls. 
Signs of protest, as he reiterates, are everywhere: “Recently the “guests” climbed out on the roof, 
staging a large protest that led to violent repression by the police, with many detainees 
wounded.”352 The few interviews he is granted reveal that migrants are punished severely for 
protesting. He discovers that CIE administrators put mild sedatives in the inmates’ food and 
increase methadone doses for those with drug addictions to decrease the chances of uprising. 
Piscitelli writes, “The further I get into these stories, the less I understand how this phenomenon 
is being dealt with and the reasoning behind what is happening . . . men are treated like children, 
even worse, like dogs in a kennel.”353 As the centers multiply and expand, the incarceration and 
ousting of the unwanted increasingly bears disturbing resemblances to the early history of World 
War II.  
 Piscitelli’s photographs not only suggest a perpetrator in ways that the thousands of 
photographs of boats on the water do not but also insist on causes and effects, a lineage of 
experience that make up the migration crisis as phenomenon. He gives the viewer a story with 
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context: war, uprising, abject circumstances, the right and the will to flee, challenges over land, 
over water, over walls, over borders, and, finally, the abuses of the militarized border complex of 
fortress Europe. The narrative recognizes its own tropes, articulates its own historical parallels, 
and makes no recommendations. The photographs document, compiling a history of the present 
as an exercise in creating archive. The photos of the boats on water are, in a refreshing turn, few. 
In one, he reverses the usual perspective we normally see of a boat photographed on the water 
from land and photographs the land from the water with a migrant waving his orange jacket at a 
nearby boat in its middle ground. Only one image of a boat is clearly taken from the beach, this 
one, too, is not like the others. The photograph stretches across two pages. On the dark blue 
water is a conflagration. From it billows a plume of opaque smoke so enormous that it obscures 
much of the sky above it. There are no other boats on the water. No lives will be saved, and no 
assistance will come. The killers are water and fire, but the narratives of neglect and active 
persecution that precede this photo clarify the processes that led to this destruction of loss of life, 
rendering the photo freshly sickening.  
 There are also few photographs of human beings in explicit states of suffering. Where 
there are faces, his subjects are impassive, anxious, or busy in the labor of survival and 
uninterested in his camera. Where naked emotion appears, it jars one out of the narrative he 
assembles. A photograph of a Serbian refugee family reunited after a tear gas attack by 
Hungarian riot police seems gratuitous and borders on offensive. While a child maimed by tear 
gas cries and holds her mother, a camera captures the image for the consumption of a viewer 
holding a commercial art object in her hands, informing her for information’s sake. Oddly, the 
photographs that avoid human emotion seem most humanely evocative. This calls into question 




means, in Maghrebi Arab dialect, those who burn their pasts, burn borders, burn documents. 
Hakim Abderrezak provides a useful gloss on the term:  
The Arabic terms hrig and harga, from the same trilateral root, denote fire. They express 
the symbolic act of leaving everything nd everyone behind for the northward journey. . . . 
There is in Arabic another expression conveying the crossing of the sea, “to cut the sea” . 
. . in spite of the violent nature of the image, “to cut the sea” generally points to regular 
and state-sponsored crossings across or over (in the case of plane voyage) the 
Mediterranean. Whether through burning or cutting, crossing the sea is conceptualized as 
a daunting task. While a state-sanctioned journey may connote ease of travel, it requires 
passports, administrative paperwork, screening, delays, and (repeated) attempts at 
securing a visa. In order to enable the conception of of a way through, a radical 
reconceptualization is acted out in the local language—the solid sea must be cut and the 
water must be burned. In the first instance, the difficult nature of free movement is 
underlined by a cut in the mass of paperwork and bureaucratic process, whereas in the 
second instance, the sea is a rigged game and thus must be done away with.354 
 
The former places the emphasis on passage and movement to “here,” the European destination, 
and aligns the photographer and the viewer with that horizon. The latter has a migritude quality 
to it, imbues the actor who burns her past with agency, harnessing her right to move across 
borders in the face of a hostile world. The image of the Serbian family grazes against the line of 
the “pornography” that places the viewer firmly “here,” gazing upon those from “there” as they 
are kept out. In an interview with Nikon School, Piscitelli claims that he remains attached to 
“From There to Here,” inspired by the an album by DJ Spinna that features what he calls 
“musica black” (DJ Spinna’s album, “Here to There” is a hip hop album that interweaves jazz, 
R&B, house, and blues—rather specifically African American forms). Harraga was chosen later 
as a title that would not only synthesize the idea of movement but be short enough to fit on the 
cover of the book.355 
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 Though he clarifies the parameters of photojournalism as a commercial endeavor, the fact 
of the book as art object piques my suspicion. Photojournalistic narratives have the mission of 
bringing that which is “out there” back “home,” where being informed is an end in itself for 
those who are unexposed to the “reality” elsewhere. “Home” is in this case is primarily Italy but 
extends to international media outlets where photos are captioned according to a story over 
which Piscitelli has no control. He has control within a hard cover art book, which he admits he 
hoped would make his work less like a news report and more “literary,” elevating its artistic 
value.356 Despite a visual poetics of stoicism, waiting, and collectivity that studiously avoids 
stoking voyeurism for suffering, the elite commodity of a bound body of photographs—a coffee 
table object—gives its owner a particular liberal social cache that nonetheless perpetuates the 
aesthetic ownership of images of black and brown bodies “over there.” The EU list price is 39 
Euros or $45.81 USD. In the US, the book retails for USD $53.69. It is unclear if any of the 
proceeds go toward migrant causes. Though the photographs themselves can be argued to avoid 
the taint of artistry, the object of the book recalls T.J. Clark’s friendly accusation of the 
“beautification of poverty” in Sebastião Salgado’s collection of photographs that dwells on the 
faces of refugees in over 43 countries. Clark echoes Trotskyite groups, writing, “we shall offer 
unqualified support, but also unconditional criticism.”357 In imbuing the work with aesthetic 
qualities that detract from its political purchase, the work reiterates a power relation that it 
intends to critique and for its own benefit. This slippage prompts the consideration of the 
relationship between aesthetics and ethics as one where the privileging of aesthetics associated 
with elite art forms over political content when imaging the subaltern reinforces subalternity 
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through artistic choice. An ethical aesthetics must explore alternative vocabularies to move the 
viewer that avoids a pornographic, voyeuristic gaze that asks nothing more of the viewer than her 
attention. Perhaps the limitations of verisimilitude and the evacuating effects of ubiquity suggest 
that making choices that do not make claims to objective truth may hold more fruitful 
possibilities.  
  
On Genre and Truth-Telling 
 
 Documentary film, too, has the aura of authoritative truth about it and, yet, always tells a 
story from a particular point of view in order to reinterpret history and constitute a document of 
it. T. J. Demos writes of the relations between the documentary, truth, and reality:  
If all documentaries involve an element of fiction, subjective motivation, and imaginative 
supplement, then it is because fiction may very well be the site where reality is forged. It 
is worth recalling that for Rancière fiction originates etymologically from its roots in the 
Latin fingere, meaning to “forge,” not to “feign,” a source that reveals the constructive 
basis of the documentary enterprise. The blurring of the real and the imaginary, the 
aesthetic and the political, presents for us therefore with a reconfigured notion of 
historical knowledge, one that is no longer founded on the idea of history as somehow 
objectively “out there” in the world and capable of being faithfully captured “here in this 
image,” but rather admits subjective experiences and interpretive processes . . .358 
 
Unlike photojournalism, contemporary documentary film explicitly does away with traditional 
truth-telling based on informative reports and embraces hybrid forms to tell the truth more 
effectively. Bill Nichols seminally asserts that documentary film distinguishes itself from fiction 
through its deliberate purchase on the world, the world we “already inhabit and share,” as 
opposed to a world of the film’s creation.359 They are concerned with representation of that 
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which is ontologically prior, endeavoring, as Kate Nash, Craig Hight, and Catherine Summer-
hayes state in New Documentary Ecologies, to “preserve, show, report, explain, persuade and 
advocate,” constantly seeking new forms of representation.360 This is a call for new forms that 
depart from what Demos calls outdated regimes of truth.361 Contemporary documentary invites 
greater artistry, blending the elements of narrative film, manipulating the reality it forges in 
genres such as docu-fiction and docudrama. Docu-fiction attempts to capture reality “as it is” in 
the modes of cinemá verité but introduces un-real elements to strengthen the representation of 
reality through artistic expression. Docudrama, on the other hand, re-enacts true events as if it 
were narrative fiction. This genre employs an even greater degree of dramatic license, using 
lighting, extra-diagetic music, and scripted dialogue as in a fictional narrative. The 
documentaries I examine are made for a non-migrant viewer with the access and cultural 
exposure to encounter documentary films on contemporary world events, whether this is on the 
film festival circuit, in theaters, or at home through streaming services. These films attempt to 
explain the migrant condition to the non-migrant viewer to appeal for justice. The artistry in 
which these documentaries engage privilege a poetics of truth to emphasize “reality” over 
providing information or data.  
 
Object Lesson: Come Un Uomo Sulla Terra 
 
 Imaging the migrant subject, especially when she is responsible for providing information 
or telling her story to the viewer, comes with its own risks of violence, ontological, 
psychological, and legal. The urge to inform the viewer manifests in litanies of statistics or 
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testimonial after testimonial that require migrants to relive the trauma or crossing for the camera. 
Films that feature precarious subjects run consequential ethical risks. They must weigh the stakes 
of exposing subjects who must justify their migration, proving the severity of the perils from 
which they flee to gain asylum. Writing about the function and stakes of testimony for asylum 
seekers, Eleanor Paynter points out: “. . . narratives by or about asylum seekers are often 
documented only in legal or political contexts: telling occurs with great stakes, and listening with 
extreme constraints. Questions about the ethics of authorship, circulation, and representation 
must account for the fact that asylum seekers themselves may be unable to tell their stories for 
any of a variety of reasons, including trauma, lack of access to media or listeners, different 
linguistic contexts or circumstances, or for anonymity, if they cannot risk their legal status by 
telling stories publicly.”362 The conditions of production and the risks run by subjects represented 
on camera have direct consequences for political representation and mobility.  
 An example of the practice of humanization through testimony can be found in Andrea 
Segre’s and Dagmawi Yimer’s, Come Un Uomo Sulla Terra. Yimer interviews other refugees 
who were repeatedly imprisoned and detained at a Libyan facility in the city of Kufra, one of the 
several partly funded by Italy as part of Berlusconi’s deal with Qaddafi to curtail migration to 
Italian shores. Yimer’s subjects tell horrifying stories of starvation, thirst, beatings, and rape, 
holding up their arms to show their scars. We see Yimer use his own camera in a small, poorly lit 
kitchenette. He inserts himself into the film as subject while he asks the questions, guides their 
narratives, and that of the film. Medium close-ups of his interviewees cut to archival footage of 
smuggler trucks traversing the Sahara, newspaper headlines, and on-screen notes tracing the 
corruption that reinforces cycles of atrocity. The interviewees all describe large metal detainment 
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containers in which they risked death and watched many die.  
A cut away from the interviews leads to a scene of Yimer walking though a hot landscape to 
approach an empty detainment container. He strokes it as he approaches, and close-ups of his 
face reveal beaded sweat on his brow. The shot that first shows us the inside of the container 
starts in pitch darkness. We see him opening the doors and flood the container with light. The 
camera is already inside the container, waiting for him to enter in silhouette. Long, extreme 
close-ups of Yimer’s thoughtful, pained gaze are accompanied by a swell of disquieting, 
repetitive music in minor key. Soon afterward, we see him go home to his white Italian wife in 
their sun-drenched, middle class home in Rome to eat lunch—a classic Italian spaghetti dish that 
the camera lingers on. We also see him confront Foreign Affairs Minister Franco Frattini as he 
runs for European Commissioner for Justice, Freedom and Security in Italy. Frattini’s speechifies 
about a bilateral agreement with Libya around human trafficking without making reference to 
government sponsorship of Libyan detainment facilities. The same piercing, high-pitched, 
insistent music drowns out Frattini. The film cuts to a reaction shot of Yimer, who blinks and 
stares. The shot goes into slow motion to amplify his rage. 
 The documentary’s goal is to raise awareness of erased colonial histories and invisible 
international corruption that produced the crisis and the pains taken to ignore it. Yimer’s subjects 
do not endeavor to be related to nor do they ask for sympathy. They come to Yimer so that he 
and his camera can bear witness. However, the emotional provocations of Yimer’s story tug 
aggressively at the viewer’s guilt, reprimand her, and then offer her alignment with the good, 
assimilated, relatable migrant. After being granted refugee status, Yimer integrates into 
normative Italian life. He speaks Italian, eats Italian, and marries into the culture. He legitimizes 




storyteller and as a human subject rather than object and Other. The documentary closes on the 
faces of his subjects laughing together at the school where they learn Italian and emerge from 
their tales of misery into legitimacy. I am here reminded of Sara Ahmed’s warning in The 
Promise of Happiness. She writes,  
. . . the melancholic migrant’s fixation with injury is read as an obstacle not only to his 
own happiness but also to the happiness of the generation to command even to national 
happiness. This figure may even quickly convert in the national imaginary to the “could-
be-terrorist”. . . His anger, his pain, misery . . . becomes “our terror.” To avoid such a 
terrifying end point, the duty of the migrant is to attract to a different happier object, one 
that can bring good fortune. . .363 
 
Though the documentary raises awareness of the abuses suffered by detainees in Libya and 
shows the importance of granting asylum, it relies on the painful recounting of trauma and 
exaggerated dramatizations that border on maudlin. The result is the implicit suggestion that 
asylum leads to a departure from the melancholia and trauma of the interviewees—threatening, 
uncomfortable, perhaps liable to become dangerous if left to its own devices—into a cultural 
integration that brings him narratively closer to a proximity to whiteness and, therefore, 
subsumes the interviewees (back) to the objecthood that this proximity allows him to overcome.   
 
Object Lesson: Fuocoammare  
  
 Visual cultural production both high and low brow has always been crucial to Italian 
identity, particularly so through the Berlusconi era, when the prime minister had significant 
control over commercial media outlets and newspapers. The illustrious history of Italian 
filmmaking also puts Italy on the map for its distinctive contributions to European greatness. 
This is to say that Italians are avid consumers of visual media, and the impact of cinematic 
                                                                




representations of political crisis are likely to have further reach than investigative journalism 
and the still images that accompany it. The context for Italian viewership is also specific because 
the “problem” of migration is, for many Southern Italians, hardly “out there.” It is very much 
“here,” a daily experience of grief, helplessness, rage, and political turmoil. These are the Italians 
whose consciousness Gianfranco Rosins is concerned with in his wildly celebrated 2016 
docufiction, Fuocoammare (Fire at Sea), which won the Golden Bear at the 66th Berlin 
International Film Festival and received wide circulation. The film was so lauded that former 
Italian Prime Minister Matteo Renzi handed out DVDs of the film at a meeting of the European 
Council to several heads of state to sensitize them to the plight of migrants.364 Rosi artfully 
juxtaposes two highly contrasting swathes of life on Lampedusa: harrowing migrant arrivals and 
their reception shot in documentary style with local doctor Pietro Bartolo serving as the closest 
thing we get to a narrator; and the quiet, sleepy life of Lampedusa locals. We learn about the 
latter through the character of Samuele (Samuele Pucillo), a sensitive twelve-year-old boy from a 
family of fishermen. Rosi’s movements between raw footage and dramatization play upon 
inarticulate frequencies of the viewer’s consciousness. Rosi avoids voiceover, commentary, 
music, linear chronology, narrative, or on-screen notes, save for an introductory frame offering a 
short explanation of context.  
Bartolo is a gynecologist charged with all healthcare in Lampedusa, managing with a 
team of twenty-four doctors, six of whom visit migrants processed at the island’s reception 
center.365 Chilling footage of desiccated bodies pulled from dinghies and transported to Italian 
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naval vessels for triage do not spare viewers any details. We see evidence of what Bartolo calls 
“rubber boat disease,” cases of severe and sometimes fatal chemical burns often found on the 
bodies of migrants after they are brought ashore. Fuel must be fed into the engine, the spills from 
which mix with sea water at the bottom of the boat. This mixture drenches the skin and clothing 
of those in the hold of the boat, or “third class,” disfiguring them permanently. Bartolo’s 
explanation of this phenomenon serves as his introduction to us as our resident export narrator. In 
one long scene, Bartolo talks to the camera while giving a pregnant woman, with whom he does 
not share language, an ultrasound. Her belly is exposed, and we can see the images Bartolo can 
see of her fetuses. There are two, he tries to explain to her. He speaks loudly to her in Italian, 
throwing in words like “Girl!” in heavily accented English in hopes she will understand. The 
viewer is privy to an incredibly vulnerable and intimate moment in the life of a woman who has 
no agency in the situation. The viewer may know better than she does that she has twins, that 
their hearts are healthy, and that considering the trauma she has suffered, Bartolo is surprised by 
the health of her fetuses. She nods and smiles at him. She cannot speak and cannot understand. 
Whether she has the option to object to the camera in the room is unclear. What we know, we 
know from Bartolo. This scene serves to teach us the depth of possible traumas and the numbers 
of pregnant women aboard migrant vessels. Bartolo tells us in a later scene that many arrive 
dead, having given birth on the vessels, with umbilical cords still attached. This structure 
continues in each scene in which Bartolo appears: he speaks for nameless and faceless migrants 
to teach the viewer about their circumstances, while the migrants in the frame have no agency to 
consent to the presence of the camera. We never learn their names.  
Scenes that show migrant reception where Bartolo is absent have no narrator. We are 




quickly see the pathologiziation of the migrant body at reception centers. As migrants come off 
the boats, reception workers check their fingernails and loudly rattle off how many they believe 
have scabies or chickenpox. The workers handle the bodies of migrants wearing surgical gloves 
and masks. When migrants are not treated like biohazards, they are treated like criminals whose 
circumstances are direct threats to the people who serve to help them. A group of men from Cote 
d’Ivoire are brought to a reception center by bus. A narrow, windowless hallway serves as the 
first location where they are subject to search by men in Hazmat suits before processing—not 
unlike processing in prisons. The men from Cote d’Ivoire are aware of the camera, glancing at it 
as they are roughly searched in a criminalizing process. The profound indifference to trauma 
reveals itself in a moment in which one of the workers complains about how covered each of the 
migrants are in diesel fuel and what a stench it creates. He complains repeatedly that if he were 
to light is lighter, he would go up in flames. 
Rosi’s camera shows Italian boats that pull migrants off dinghies and pile them on top of 
one another to bring them to shore in batches. Those who are alive sit together on the floor, 
caring for one another, the sounds of their crying choral and nauseating in their desperation. A 
man in underclothing who has been badly beaten looks up at the workers who almost bark at 
him, “Where are you from? Cote d’Ivoire? Mali? Syria?” The man can only gesture. Whether he 
is mute or rendered so by shock is unclear. The camera continues to cut back to this man as 
workers continue to process migrants behind him. An extreme close up lingers on his face and 
shows blood in his tears. Similarly, a single, long take lingers on the face of a woman who, upon 
arrival, sits amongst the others and weeps. Her face takes up the whole frame. There is no extra-
diegetic sound or artificial lighting. We hear her labored breathing and muffled, fragmented 




Narrative becomes redundant. Here, what makes these images that move, unlike the image of 
Alyan Kurdi, is not the horror of death but the plight of the subaltern. The beaten man and the 
crying woman are in pain, they are in shock, and they have suffered losses unimaginable. They 
do not speak. The tragedy is communicated through sound and their faces. We are moved to 
sympathy. We are moved to pity. Though the representation is far from maudlin, it puts the 
viewer in a position where she can stare at the screen, horrified by the tragedy (suffering without 
a perpetrator), clutching her pearls without considering for a moment that while something must 
be done, the causes of said tragedy may include the comforts that give her access to both the film 
and her feelings. As Sontag writes, “Our sympathy proclaims our innocence as well as our 
impotence.”366 Sarah Ahmed writes it best in “Collective Feelings”: 
Being moved by the other’s pain elevates the Western subject into a position of power 
over others . . . The over-representation of the pain of others is significant in that it fixes 
the other as the one who ‘has’ pain, and who can overcome that pain only when the 
Western subject feels moved enough to give. The transformation of generosity into an 
individual and national character involves a form of ‘feeling fetishism’: feelings of 
compassion are fetishized by being cut off from histories of production. . . . feelings of 
pain and suffering, which are in part effects of socio-economic relations of violence and 
poverty, are assumed to be alleviated by the very generosity that is enabled by such socio-
economic relations.367  
  
 The generosity that this film appeals is to exemplified by Renzi’s gesture. The white tears 
that Fuocoammare jerks wins awards without pointing fingers, keeping subalternity in its abject 
place over there, where it ruffles no feathers. The origin of precarious humanity is the horizon on 
the water. Nothing seems to have come before it.  
 It could be argued that the European attitude toward the Mediterranean migration crisis is 
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critiqued through the figure of Samuele. Samuele’s storyline is scripted and played by actors. He 
lives in a sleepy beach town where most families are sailors and fisherman and will continue to 
be for generations. We meet him in the opening scene of the film, playing alone in the wide 
expanse of the woods, making his own slingshot with a switchblade. Though he is often on boats 
with his father and plays by the sea, we never witness direct contact with the daily search and 
rescue missions on the shore. He is seemingly oblivious, a child with school responsibilities, a 
few playmates, and a routine family life in which his grandmother tends to their home and makes 
dinner with catch brought home by his fisherman father.  
 Wide shots of the gray and blue water show Samuele on a boat with his father feeling sea 
sick. One of the most iconic images of the film is of Samuele, sitting on the boat clutching his 
stomach while the boat lurches back and forth. Long scenes in Bartolo’s offices follow. Unlike 
the scene of the woman an ultrasound, Samuele dominates the scene. His loquaciousness betrays 
his anxiety as he simultaneously struggles to minimize his problems to preserve his dignity and 
explain the trouble. Samuele has a lazy eye and must cover up the one that works to train his 
brain to see correctly. He practices with his slingshot by placing paper cups on sturdy branches, 
missing consistently. He cannot read in English class, and his peers outrun him in his learning. 
The worst blow comes when he is unable to row his boat. His friend accompanies him, yelling 
directions, until Samuele finds himself sucked into a space between two large boats that could 
crush him. His friend warns him that he must learn or he’ll never be a sailor. “In Lampedusa,” he 
reminds Samuele, “we’re all sailors.” Soon afterward, Samuele returns to the doctor. The contrast 
between the forced medical processing of migrants and Samuele’s subjection to examination by 
choice is striking. Samuele explains to a sympathetic doctor that he is frequently short of breath 




humanitarian aspect of the Mediterranean migration crisis, then his repeated failures to hit paper 
cups and keep up with his peers can be read as Italy’s position as impaired, held back by its own 
blindness and its failed attempts to find political solutions. The oblivion to the suffering of others 
manifests as shortness of breath, seasickness, a combination of discomforts that derails 
Samuele’s fate and shows the ways in which his life has been disrupted. The future of Europe as 
Europe understands itself has been derailed.  
 I have to insist that the gently artful metaphor of Europe as an innocent, seasick child 
with a lazy eye representing Italian cultural and political dyspepsia in the face of migrant 
“invasion” is at best lazy and absolves Italy and Europe of its responsibilities in creating the 
crisis through histories of colonialism, military interventionism, the sustained economic 
rapaciousness of global capitalism, and the environmental crises that they have catalyzed. 
Samuele rocks himself back and forth his feet on a tethered boat to overcome his seasickness and 
continues to practice with his trusty slingshot. Perhaps, the film suggests, he will grow out of it 
and this is just a phase. Crisis is temporary. This can be resolved.368  
 
Object Lesson: Mediterranea 
 
By contrast, Italo-African-American director Jonas Carpignano’s 2015 docudrama 
Mediterranea relies heavily on music, lighting, and scripted dialogue to make an aesthetic appeal 
for racial justice, critique migrant labor conditions, and point out the complicity of Italian 
markets in the ongoing disenfranchisement of migrants. The film follows the journey of two 
friends from Burkina Faso, Ayiva (Koudous Seihon) and Abas (Alssani Sy) as they journey 
across the Sahara and the Mediterranean and work as citrus pickers in the Southern Italian town 
                                                                





of Rosarno. Carpignano’s protagonist, Ayiva, is played by non-actor Seihon, whose own journey 
inspired the script. Unlike Fuocoammare, when Mediterranea reproduces familiar scenes, it does 
so self-consciously. Wide shots of their group walking across the sand dunes mimic the endless 
media images, evoking series on purpose. An astonishing scene that follows the capsizing of 
their boat as it crosses the Mediterranean reproduces 2007 photographs of migrants clinging to 
buoys supporting tuna nets that inspired worldwide outrage. The scene reenacts the true events of 
that capsized boat while relying on the viewer’s prior knowledge of it to reinforce it as the visual 
iconography of the Mediterranean migration crisis—not unlike the photograph of Aylan Kurdi.  
Whereas much migritude literature insists on the specificity of origins and routes with 
names and dates and causes for migration, Mediterranea obscures these details but with specific 
political intention. Rather than choosing to extract and showcase individual stories, highlighting 
their factuality to draw on viewer sympathy, Carpignano circumnavigates tales of origin 
altogether. The film opens with Ayiva and Abas already traveling, searching for a way to Libya. 
We never see them in Burkina Faso nor do we learn what conditions motivate their migration. 
Implicit in this choice is the claim that mobility is a human right that need not be justified, as 
per—the now largely denatured—Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Though each 
character is richly complex, most are scrubbed of individual narratives or cultural specificity. 
Ayiva’s community of migrants in Rosarno speak Italian, French, English, Arabic, and several 
African languages. That they are all polyglots indicates many possible points of origin, colonial 
histories, and many routes to and through Rosarno. The film’s refusal to specify insists on the 
collective nature of this narrative of resistance and survival. Carpignano denies the call to the 
confession of fragmentation and suffering to appeal for ontological fullness. This fullness is 




The film reenacts the journey across the Sahara, the journey across the water, the 
experience of reception, and then, finally, life in Rosarno as an undocumented migrant. It 
narrativizes the 2010 race riots photographed by Giulio Piscitelli. Tensions between locals and 
migrants erupt in a race riot that leaves many of Ayiva’s friends maimed and, most importantly, 
leaves Abbas so brutalized that they consider going home. Reenactments of this kind beg the 
question of the representation of traumatic experience. Cathy Caruth defines traumatic 
experience as overwhelming “schemes of prior knowledge” which therefore cannot be properly 
assimilated, creating what Dori Laub calls “an event without a witness” or a void in 
consciousness.369 Caruth and Laub argue that for the traumatized subject, representing the 
experience helps mediate the incomprehensibility of trauma, producing a narrative that allows 
for its integration. Bringing the conspicuously under-theorized and urgent connections between 
new critical theories on documentary film and theorizations of trauma together, Finns Daniels-
Yeomans addresses the challenge of representation of traumatic experience: “Trauma’s acutely 
incomprehensible nature is constitutive of its experience, and thus all attempts to forge 
connections with the event of crisis must sidestep the danger of congealing it in forms that are, in 
their representational clarity, too accessible.”370 This is the double bind of documentary that 
addresses migrant trauma: when both the subject and the subject’s experience are 
unrepresentable within dominant modes and strategies of storytelling, how might documentary 
filmmakers throw genre into crisis to produce the most ethical relation between the represented 
migrant subject and the viewer? The poetic and performative modes in which Mediterranea 
expresses these realities sacrifice exposition to privilege mood, tone, and affect as legitimate 
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forms of knowledge with which to persuade audience’s subjective alignment with the 
documentary’s worldview.371 Jill Bennett argues that access to trauma is enabled when 
representation breaks down, relying on sensation rather than frames of reference that make 
knowledge assimilable, registered through “a certain affective dynamic to the work.”372 Daniel-
Yeomans discusses ‘trauma works’ he describes as successful:  
 [they] “do not attempt to communicate the experience of trauma by virtue of, for 
example, identification, characterization or sympathetic engagement (we see a character 
suffering and we feel an emotional response). Neither are they identified through their 
testimonial functionality: they are not a deposit or transcription of substantive experience 
or of a prior mental state. Instead, Bennett suggests that trauma-related works are 
‘transactive rather than communicative,’ The work ‘touches us’—it affects us—without 
conveying or communicating the secret or meaning of the experience. . . . The operative 
element of the artwork, then, ‘does not turn on its capacity to signify or to represent,’ but 
rather lies in its ability to ‘sustain sensation’. . .373 
 
As with the iconic images of boats abandoned in the water, I argue that the strategy that 
most effectively sustains sensation to communicate trauma in Mediterranea is reliance on the 
affective power of highly recognizable commercial music that operates as what Sarah Ahmed 
calls a “happy object” that creates a “shared horizon.” Ahmed writes that affect is the effect of 
the circulation between objects and signs. The more signs circulate, the more affective they 
become. Affective objects acquire value through contact with bodies, and we become oriented 
toward objects we like as sources of happiness or positive emotion. When one is oriented toward 
something as “good” and shares that orientation with others, they share a horizon and can 
become proximate. “Objects that gives us pleasure,” she writes,  
. . . take up residence in our bodily horizon. To experience an object as being affective or 
sensational is to be directed not only toward an object but to what is around that object, 
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which includes what is behind the object, the conditions of its arrival. What is around an 
object can be happy: if one receives something delightful in a certain place, then the place 
itself is invested with happiness, as being what “good” feeling is directed toward.374 
 
If the conditions of arrival orient one toward it as a happy object, taking up residence in 
one’s bodily horizon, it follows that the orientation may change as the object continues to create 
new proximities through repeated arrival in different conditions. Carpignano relies on audience 
familiarity with global, commercial pop music as “happy” object to affectively orient and re-
orient the viewer such that she shares a bodily horizon with Ayiva. The viewer feels sympathy by 
sharing in Ayiva’s feeling, liking what he likes, and therefore feels like Ayiva. In this way, the 
film avoids making a spectacle of Ayiva’s pain and collapses the difference between self and 
other (the viewer and Ayiva), making the Other perhaps closer to the self through the essential 
shared horizon: human precariousness.  
 The global hegemony of mass culture, as Hardt and Negri argue, unhooks commercial 
products from histories of production and structures them for unconscious, uncritical 
consumption. These ahistoricizing forces, however, allow for its products to become empty 
signifiers, ripe for infusions of individual or collective signification that can become particularly 
meaningful for displaced subjects. Mediterranea uses the music of global pop artist Rihanna as 
one of such empty signifiers. In an otherwise notably unsentimental film, Rihanna’s music 
accumulates affective value in ways that allow for an articulation of Ayiva’s emotional landscape 
while maintaining a distance necessary to preserve the film’s tonal grit. Carpignano’s choice to 
opt out of testimonial narratives and disrupt expectations of diasporic melancholia or 
sensationalized suffering of the kind we see in Fuocoammare. He operates in Nichols’ poetic and 
performative documentary modes, using color, extreme close up, allusions to previously 
                                                                




circulating images, and music to create its affective dynamic.  
In a scene set in Algeria, Ayiva and Abbas manage to acquire seats on a boat from Tripoli 
and are too excited to sleep. They giggle in the darkness, upsetting their neighbors. The fantasy 
of Europe promises to make their arduous journey pay off. “We are leaving!” Ayiva exclaims 
triumphantly to a slightly incredulous Abbas. Ayiva’s phone goes off, playing Rihanna’s “We 
Found Love” as his ringtone. The song plays quite loudly, disrupting the sleeping people, but 
Ayiva happily answers the phone. Much later in the film, Ayiva establishes himself in Rosarno, 
and integrates himself into the aforementioned vibrant migrant community that becomes his 
chosen family. In a scene where they enjoy themselves at an impromptu party, a woman Ayiva is 
clearly close to jumps on him upon his arrival and mocks him and other men at the party in jest. 
This is the first time since the scene in which Abbas and Ayiva giggle together about Tripoli that 
we see any these characters relaxed and jovial. The association materializes aurally when 
Rihanna’s “S&M” comes on. The woman who jumps on Ayiva proclaims, “Oh! Rihanna is my 
sister!” and dances provocatively around the room to the song, flaunting newfound sexual 
agency, as one might assume from on Ayiva’s look of amused surprise. We later realize that this 
woman, like most of the other women amongst their party, are limited to sex work for the Mafia 
just as the men are limited to agricultural labor in the citrus fields, drawing a stark picture of 
gendered migrant conditions in Italy. 
However, playful sexuality expressed through commercial music becomes a way through 
which to enjoy community and playfulness that does not deny the circumstance. By proclaiming 
that Rihanna is her sister, she indexes an affective connection with a provocative black female 
sex symbol in whom she sees her unapologetic sexuality and strength reflected, invoking black 




global pop artist and an undocumented African migrant woman in Rosarno. Rihanna’s music 
seldom reveals her Barbadian roots, stamped heavily instead with the distinctive and digestible 
rootlessness of US American pop music. The song and the party end abruptly when one of the 
women is called upon to fellate an Italian Mafioso at the door. This woman’s characterization in 
the film is shaped by the gleeful sexuality of “S&M,” and the song is in turn grafted with the 
difficult realities of sex work for black migrant women in Italy. Rihanna’s music is ubiquitous 
and generally associated with party culture, girl power, and, in short, fun. These two scenes 
reinforce the positive feelings associated with the song while subtly adjusting the circumstances 
of arrival from those the viewer has likely encountered before. The good feeling around 
Rihanna’s music now has additional associations of hard-won, fleeting joys in lives otherwise 
grueling. The shared horizon of Rihanna’s music orients the viewer toward this community and 
prompts her to align herself morally with Ayiva and, therefore, with the point of view of the 
documentary.  
By the end of the film, viewer alignment established, Carpignano changes the conditions 
of arrival of Rihanna’s music now that it has already accumulated significance related to joy and 
struggle throughout the film. Early in his time in Rosarno, Ayiva steals an mp3 player. Over time, 
he makes enough money to buy a charger and a set of headphones to send to his daughter Zeina 
in Burkina Faso. He calls his sister and Zeina and asks Zeina whether she received her present. 
She brings it to the camera and says that she will play her favorite song. She plays Rihanna’s 
“We Found Love,” Ayiva’s anthem of crossing. This is perhaps the highest note of the film’s 
aural poetics. “We Found Love” swells from diegetic to extradiegetic. Upon hearing it, a close-
up of Ayiva’s face shows his expression change abruptly from a wide smile to a shocked 




overwhelms the scene, we see that Zeina, too, feels the pull of black sisterhood. So that she must 
never live the life of a sex worker in Europe as Ayiva’s friend does, a reality that he keeps from 
his sister and daughter while vehemently objecting to their joining him, Ayiva resigns himself to 
a life in which he may never see her again.  
What makes Mediterranea closer to a migritude text is in fact this gesture: the ethical 
refusal to participate in epistemologies that reproduce the violences on migrant ontology while 
creating alternate gestures. These are images that move due to viewer alignment without 
reinforcing the drastic inequality of power between the viewer and the migrant subject to evoke a 
pity or sympathy that keeps the viewer comfortable. Ayiva, Abbas, and the women in their 
community never have their dignity compromised. The beaten man and suffering woman in 
Fuocoammare are represented such that their ontological conditions are reinforced rather than 
challenged, resulting in a resistance to an intersubjective or ethical relation. Fuocoammare 
reproduces a neocolonial, paternalistic gaze that frames the migrant subject as inferior and in 
need of the civilizing compassion of the Global North. By contrast, the use of Rihanna’s music 
as affective object in Mediterranea allows for a porous signifier to circulate between the bodies 
of the subjects on camera and the viewer because the affective object, presumably, has a history 
of previous orientation for the viewer. Ahmed writes, “If [affective] contagion can be described 
as a “natural sympathy,” . . . then to be sympathetic would be to return feeling with like feeling. 
To be sympathetic would be to feel like. If the model of contagion describes the body-to-body 
process of being affected in terms of the passing of like feeling, then it also generates an idea of 
social feeling as feeling like.”375 By being oriented toward what the migrant subject likes, the 
viewer feels like what Ayiva feels while “We Found Love” plays over this scene, and an ethical 
                                                                




relation is, however fleetingly, more possible.376  
 
These films and other documentary productions about the Mediterranean migration crisis 
will contribute to the narration of the early history of what darkly promises to be a state of 
exception as Agamben describes it—the rule. The biopolitics of the European sovereign’s 
policies are reshaping the social and political nature of Europe. Together with its US counterpart, 
the EU’s current approach toward migration will alter and shape the future of human movement 
and the severity of global inequality. In describing a film by Abel Gance, Sontag claims that 
Gance ends on a scene in a new military cemetery in the years preceding World War II to 
“advance the sacred judgment these dead would surely bring against Europe’s politicians and 
generals, could they know that, twenty years later, another war was imminent.”377 This stands as 
an important reminder of the difference between examining contemporary texts and having the 
mixed blessing of hindsight. Sontag wrote when war had already exploded, more deadly than the 
last which was to be the war to end all wars.  
In Gance’s work, Sontag reads a warning that I cannot help but see in the images I 
examine, regardless of whether warning is within the images’ intentions. Sontag also reminds us 
of the death of the author, that the photograph will “have its own career, blown by the whims and 
loyalties of the diverse communities that have use for it.”378 These are images and films that have 
an afterlife yet to play out in history. In contending with them so soon after their production, I am 
writing myself into their afterlife to advance a warning and, perhaps, in hope that the sacred 
judgment of the dead of which Sontag writes is possible. I cannot speak for or through 
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theological epistemologies. And so, in the absence of gods, I find that all we have in the way of 
sacred judgment is our stories, which become, with any luck, histories of resistances that bear 
some fruit. I hope for these images and films, as part of the texture of their call to ethics, the 
effect of deep haunting, what Sontag describes as a “sea of impassive ghosts . . . War beaten back 
by apocalypse.”379 The war Gance warned against came regardless. The afterlife of the 
Mediterranean graveyard, the precarious futurity of migrant life, the character of Europe as it 





                                                                






This dissertation has explored how literary texts express a structure of feeling shared 
between migrants that can be identified and gathered into a genre called migritude. The “tude” of 
migritude invites inquiries into the politics of form. It also connects migritude to négritude, 
coolitude, and refugitude, all of which are movements or schools of thought that assert 
subjectivity and recognition in the face of historical and ontological erasure. As such, they are all 
concerned with histories of slavery, forced labor migration, and colonialism or present-day neo-
imperial violences on South-to-North migrants of color. All of these texts explore movement 
through the perspective of the gendered subject of migration. Each chapter comes to a similar 
conclusion about migritude’s orientation toward the future: it is a feature of migritude to create 
something where there is nothing. From nothing, the migritude subject creates what can be 
carried, remembered, and imagined. This orientation resists the formulation of futurity. This 
compels me to consider the relationship between migritude, time, and hope. 
  At a conference panel on migritude at the University of Michigan in 2017, a discussion 
about the figure of the ship and imagined sociality amongst forced labor migrants veered toward 
the possibility of a new “figure” for migrant futurity. Initially, I was disconcerted by the question, 
finding it suspicious due to its assumption of futurity when so much of the research under 
discussion suggested far darker outcomes. Indeed, without realizing it, I selected an archive for 
my research that featured some degree of pessimism or anomie. What I find compelling about 
this is its commitment to an assertion of human dignity and expression despite little hope for 
material change. The implied contempt, insubordination, and defiance put a brave face on 
despair. This brave face constitutes a kind of political imagination that denies its enemies, as 




empowerment are found in the ability to tell one’s own story one’s own way and connect it to the 
stories of others to express a collective migrant particularity that speaks to a broader human 
condition. Migritude sees artistic self-representation and critique as the only available form of 
reparations, and refuses a horizon of overcoming.  
  Alternatively, these sentiments could be thought of as open-ended rather than nihilistic in 
the vein of Aimee Bahng’s Migrant Futures: Decolonizing Speculation in Financial Times. 
Bahng asks: “What would it mean to reconfigure…marginalization from European notions of 
progress, modernity, history, and futurity?”380 Bahng’s astonishing work examines speculative 
fiction written by people of color that “usurp conventional science fiction tropes of abduction, 
alienation, and teleportation and recast them against the backdrop of slavery, histories of forced 
migration, and deportation,” which also usurps speculation from finance capitalism. Hers is not a 
study of genre but of speculation as a discursive practice. Futurity, she claims, can be imagined 
through queer and postcolonial migrant epistemologies to as an alternative shared horizon. She 
situates futurity in a comparative global context: “As some scholars of modernity and 
postmodernity have demonstrated, modernity, and—we can extrapolate here—futurity gets 
mobilized and experienced differently across global contexts, in part because of the varied ways 
racial difference gets mapped onto colonial projections of elsewhere as well as onto neoliberal 
fantasies of one world.”381 Here she refers to fetishistic narratives of technological advancement 
that works of science fiction imagine at new limits to shed light on belief systems and social 
problems of the present. She also engages with the shared horizon of climate change which 
troubles our notions of futurity. Ecological degradation due to capitalist greed displaces more 
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people each year and not only due to “natural” disasters (often precipitated by human activity) 
that destroy their homes but as part of global development policy which transforms “land into 
designated property only to dispossess its denizens of it . . . only to then impose capitalists right 
to reap the benefits of property once it is deemed as such.”382 Finance capitalism colonizes 
futurity and steals time from those who do not “count,” whose conditions are theorized as in 
need of resolution (as per Thomas Nail) but whose carefully regulated mobility is a prerequisite 
to capitalist expansion. To critique the sciences that produce capitalist time is an act of 
decolonization that realist migritude works do not engage with, but Bahng’s archive articulates a 
clear kinship with migritude’s political orientation. She writes,  
The members of this undercommons refuse to participate in, and are denied access to, the 
ladder of corporate productivity and take comfort instead in forms of kinship and 
occupation that survive alongside and below the radar of freewheeling global 
entrepreneurialism. Their irrational exuberance serves them well in the struggle to enact 
an alternative economy of sharing amid destitution, love for others amid austerity, and 
collaboration amid incentivized competition.383 
 
What the migritude authors in my archive imagine through speculative affective histories, realist 
fiction, and memoir aligns with these dreams of alternative forms of human sociality that are 
predicated on collective survival in the face of global apartheid. I am intrigued by the connection 
between the negation of despair in the face of guaranteed proliferation of border violence and 
climate crises (and therefore more material vulnerability for the already-vulnerable and an 
expansion of the populations of the world rendered vulnerable), and the “irrational exuberance” 
that animates the “tude” of migritude, coolitude, négritude, and other movements that find their 
kin through this shared affective horizon. These connections open up crucial questions about 
what genuinely interdisciplinary and comparative work can be done to create theories and artistic 
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works that posit achievable political differences. As Shailja Patel reminds us, art is a prayer for 
political change but not political change itself.384 These visions of collaboration and collectivism 
usurp the shape of desire from capitalist formulations of progress, success, achievement, and 
what it means to “count,” therefore positing implicitly an alternative futurity birthed from shared 
precarity and the desire for something better, something else, perhaps something elsewhere rather 
than something more.  
  This dissertation intervenes in the new field of migritude to expand it beyond migritude’s 
previous Africanist emphasis and pushes its boundaries to include global and comparative 
histories of slavery and indenture and other languages. However, most of the texts discussed 
have some relationship to African transhistorical contexts and put emphasis on European 
contexts. My expanded study will aim to include more Anglophone works and bolster my 
analysis of Indian Ocean contexts for migritude and articulate their affinities as a global 
undercommons responding to global apartheid. The possibilities for comparative research on 
literatures written by migrant authors of African, South Asian, East Asian, Middle Eastern, and 
South American descent as migritude affinities feels especially urgent in a moment in which 
Global North border ideologies and policy are growing increasingly violent. My hope is to 
introduce migritude as a global epistemology through which these affinities can be traced as a 
form of “prayer for political change.” 
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